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ABSTRACT
In 1991, the Churchwide Assembly of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
(ELCA) approved a new strategy for multicultural missions. In subsequent years, three specific
plans for missional outreach were introduced, which focused primarily on Asian and Pacific
Islanders, Latino, and Native Americans in the U.S. In 2005, two additional ethnic/racial groups
were added to the list: Arab and Middle Eastern, and those coming from African descent.
The initial plan of the ELCA called for a full commitment by its leaders to provide
significant monies, personnel, and other necessary resources to undergird the implementation of
these five new multicultural missional strategies. Yet over twenty years later and it would
appear that very little ground has been gained by the ELCA in reaching out to and welcoming in
people of diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds (see Appendix 1).
Add to this the latest 2010 Census date, which confirms that nearly half of all recent birth
in the U.S. have been to non-white households, and it is apparent that this nation is becoming
more globalized and that the demographic shifts which have been long predicted are now starting
to take place.
Yet a denial of these demographic changes continue to be exacerbated by the current
cultural and generational gaps found within this country, where an aging and largely white
population of Americans are slow to recognize such shifting patterns. This is especially true
within established institutions (including the church) which have long been set up to support and
benefit one particular cultural group over and against another. Faced now with this new
paradigm of a younger and more diverse population emerging, religious and civic leaders must
discover better ways of bridging the race-generational divide that currently exists within so many
of our institutions.
vi

In Chapter 1 this problem is introduced through the narrative of a fictitious congregation
(Reformation Lutheran Church) that is struggling to find ways of reaching out to a neighborhood
in transition. Chapter 2 explores some of the biblical directives found within both the Hebrew
and Greek Scriptures as it relates to showing hospitality to the stranger, as well as some other
places where racial, ethnic, cultural, and generational diversity is addressed in the Bible. An
examination of early Christian expansion and challenges to biblical diversity is included in
Chapter 3, along with a broad look at the establishment of Roman orthodoxy in the fourth
century C.E. and the rise of the homogeneous church as Christianity becomes a state religion.
Chapter 4 looks at an emerging model of diversity for the church from both a sociological and
biblical perspective of community, as well as addressing some of the inherent dangers to be
found in the Homogeneous Unit Principle, especially when applied to the twenty-first century
church. Chapter 5 goes on to take a critical look at the Lutheran Church from its early days of
immigrating to North America and compares the journey of this church with more recent
immigrant experiences, as well as also addressing some of ways in which the Lutheran Church
can overcome the challenges of being a Euro-ethnic institution in a multiracial, multiethnic,
multicultural world. In Chapter 6 there is a return to the earlier narrative of Reformation
Lutheran Church, suggesting that more intentional awareness to inclusive worship and
leadership, the building and expanding of multicultural relationship within the community, and a
willingness to living out of an antiracist identity, will greatly help to move congregations toward
become more racially, ethnically, generationally, and culturally diverse ecclesial communities.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them. (Gen 1:27)
Reformation Lutheran Church
Reformation Lutheran Church (hereafter referred to as RLC)1 was organized in 1884 and
constructed its first building just outside the city limits in 1889. Drawing from a large
population of second and third generation German immigrants who had settled in the area, the
congregation quickly grew. By 1914 it relocated to a more prominent location, closer to the
city’s main corridor.
Within its first 50 years, RLC nearly doubled in size to over 400 households and by the
mid-1960s had well over 1,200 active members. Anticipating further growth and sensing a need
for more space the congregation voted to add an educational wing and gymnasium to their
building in 1967. This was understood by the leadership as necessary to accommodate the nearly
250 children attending Sunday school each week.
By the late 1970s, however, RLC was already beginning to follow many of its
neighboring mainline congregations toward a slow, steady pattern of decline. Families who had
once lived within walking distance of the church building had moved away from the urban center
and now resided in one of the outlying suburbs. The immediate neighborhood around the church
building transitioned from being a predominately white, middle class community to a much more
racially diverse, lower income population.
1

Although fictional, “Reformation Lutheran Church” represents a conglomeration of Lutheran congregations
that I have worked with during my 26 years as an ordained pastor.
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As RLC continued to observe declining attendance and membership, it began to
proactively seek ways to better connect with its neighbors. After the neighborhood lost its local
elementary school and children were being bused to other parts of the city, the congregation
provided a latchkey after-school program2 where children were dropped off at the church
building and remained there until a parent or guardian picked them up. When the neighborhood
lost its only local grocery store, the congregation housed a food pantry in the church’s basement
and began offering a hot meal twice-a-week at noon. Still, this seemed to have little effect upon
the congregation’s ability to reach out to the surrounding neighborhood and reverse the church’s
declining numbers.
This pattern of decline continued, so that as the congregation prepared to celebrate its
125th anniversary in 2009, the active membership of RLC had finally fallen to less than thirty
families. The congregation was no longer holding Sunday school classes and its educational
wing and gymnasium went unused. At this point the congregation could no longer afford to pay
its utility bills, nor the part-time pastor who currently served them. RLC appeared to be facing
imminent closure. The faithful few who had chosen to remain were faced with the question:
“How did we allow this to happen?”
THE PROBLEM
The story of Reformation Lutheran Church is one that is retold by countless
congregations across North America today. Many historic urban churches are currently facing
closure, as the racial and ethnic makeup of their local settings dramatically change. Lutherans
who trace their own immigrant roots back to mid-seventeenth century Europe, now struggle to
2

A latchkey after-school program, like the one offered by Reformation Lutheran Church, operates during the
school year and provides children of working parents with supervised activities, homework assistance and basic
childcare, until a parent or another adult family member is able to pick the student up.
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find ways of welcoming newer immigrants who originate from places like Mexico, Central and
South America, Africa, Asia and the Middle East.
Similar issues involving declining participation and numbers have arisen within smaller
communities and rural congregations that have relied too heavily on the past denominational
loyalty of their members and propagation of membership through existing family lineages. As
newer generations of adults leave the comfort and security of their families in search for better
job and career opportunities, small towns and rural congregations with a long and rich history are
left with very few options other than to share a pastor with a neighboring church in order to
consolidate resources. Even then, many of these congregations might wait for up to two years
before finding a pastor willing to come to serve them.
Add to this the growing overall demographic of older adults within many Lutheran
congregations today (figure 1:1) and it is obvious that the overall decline in activity and numbers
is part of a larger systemic problem facing this and many other mainline denominations.
As the Lutheran Church embarks on this second decade of the twenty-first century in
North America, two important things become clear: [1] our population is growing older, and [2]
racial, ethnic, cultural, and generational differences are becoming more pronounced.
The population of older adults is increasing in this country at a faster rate than any other
age group. According to a recent study conducted by the Department of Health & Human
Services, Administration on Aging, the population of elderly adults in the U.S. will increase
significantly within the coming decades.3 For many Lutheran churches, this means a further
“graying” of congregations, as well as a huge generation gap that is being carved out between

3

Administration on Aging, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “Aging into the 21st Century,”
http://www.aoa.gov/AoARoot/Aging_Statistics/future_growth/aging21/aging_21.aspx (accessed November 16,
2010).

4

Figure 1:1. Graft comparing the 2008 age of ELCA attendees and the age of the U.S. population.
http://www.elca.org/Who-We-Are/Our-Three-Expressions/Churchwide-Organization/Research-andEvaluation.aspx (accessed January 2, 2012).

existing constituents. As a result, tensions and fragmentation will continue to grow within many
faith communities (especially those identified as mainline churches).
This issue, however, extends beyond just the mainline church, as new faith communities
form in response to a growing spiritual awareness taking place throughout the U. S. and North
America. Yet for all the variety and multiplicity in structure that presently exists between many
of these new ecclesial groups, there still appears to be little in the way of actual diversity
(especially racial, cultural, ethnic, and generational) being reflected within today’s churches.
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According to a recent study cited by George Yancey, only about 8 percent of all churches in the
United States can be classified as either multiracial or multicultural.4
The pursuit to encourage any kind of diversity within ecclesial community is not going to
be easy. It will require an intentional effort by church leaders, individual members, as well as
the entire faith community to clearly state the goals and values of the congregation for moving
beyond a homogeneous to a heterogeneous identity. A congregation that is willing to share its
power, leadership, and resources among all of the various individuals and groups within its
borders, as well as encourage healthy relationships among the greater community, will be
rewarded with endless learning opportunities and new insights into what it means to be God’s
people.
For Lutheran congregations where a European (white) American identity happens to be
predominant, issues surrounding racial, ethnic or cultural diversity can be especially difficult.
(See Appendix 1 & 2 for additional information about the ELCA as it relates to race/ethnicity.)
Barriers and gaps that divide individuals and groups (including the generation gap) are difficult
to overcome, but not impossible.
Prior to entering into any kind of analysis about racial, cultural, ethnic, and generational
diversity within current or emerging ecclesial communities, it is legitimate to ask the question:
Does this really matter?
The answer to this question lies within the theology of creation itself. When human
beings were created in “the image of God” (Gen. 1:27), they were infused with an inherent
dignity and innate desire to know and be known by God.5 If churches and other ecclesial groups

4

George Yancey, One Body, One Spirit (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 15.
This interpretation of “the image of God” follows a similar pattern of understanding to that of the psalmist (Ps.
8) where all of humankind is endowed with wisdom, dignity and authority.
5
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are to honor the dignity of all human beings, then they have a responsibility to welcome and
receive all people who desire to seek and connect with God in accordance with their own
convictions. Barriers such as race, culture, gender, age, economic status, and other obstacles
manufactured by human beings for the sole purpose of keeping one person or group of people
separated or isolated from another (and therefore also from God) need to be directly confronted
and intentionally dismantled.
This paper will address some of the challenges that racial, cultural, ethnic, and
generational diversity presents to Lutheran congregations in particular, and many ecclesial
communities in general, that are found in the U. S. and North America today. It will propose
ways for pastors and congregational leaders to more fully engage and welcome people from
various diverse backgrounds, and better equip their churches to appreciate and draw upon the
many gifts that having a diverse faith community can offer.
Finally, in a spirit of full disclosure about my own background as the author of this paper,
it is important to acknowledge that my own pastoral and research experience has been primarily
grounded in the work that I have done with mono-cultural, mono-racial congregations within the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, as a white, male, European American person. The
task of doing any kind of multicultural or multiracial analysis can be an overwhelming job for
anyone, given the wide variety of histories and experiences which are embodied in the many
different cultural, racial, and ethnic groups found within the United States; and is especially true
for someone whose primary experience and exposure has been one shaped by the current
dominate culture. Having said this, it is my intention to explore some of the reasons and
implications for the current lack of ethnic, racial, cultural, and generational diversity found
within many Lutheran ecclesial communities and begin to offer some suggestions on how
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congregations might address these issues and become more accessible faith communities to those
coming from other ethnic, racial, cultural, and generational groups.
As followers of the One who entered human history in order to transform forever the
relationship which exists between God and all of humankind, those of us who bear the name of
Christ are encouraged to live out the story of the incarnation, especially in our daily relationships
with those around us who are seen and understood as being different from ourselves.
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CHAPTER TWO
IMAGES OF DIVERSITY WITHIN SCRIPTURE
For just as the body is one and has many members,
and all the members of the body, though many,
are one body, so it is with Christ. (1 Cor. 12:12)1
Approaching such a broad topic as “diversity” and how it has been honored and
embraced within both the Hebrew and Greek texts may appear to be an unattainable endeavor.
Events within Scripture that reveal and may even appear to condone certain appalling types of
human behavior such as ethnic cleansing (Josh. 6), rape and plundering (Zech. 14), infanticide
(Ex. 12), or slavery and human trafficking (Ex. 21), all present challenges and difficulties to the
broader biblical witness. It is not the intention of this author to either defend or dismiss these
texts (this topic might be better covered in another paper) but to instead offer within the biblical
narrative framework evidence of God’s ongoing love and concern for all of humanity. It is to
recognize the imago Dei in every person and every nation, despite the ethnocentrism and
prejudice that is a pervasive part of human sinfulness, and look for new ways in which
congregations can morally, theologically, and spiritually move beyond their homogeneous
identities and welcome diversity into their faith communities.
Both the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures reveal that God has a plan for all of humanity, and
that that plan includes humanity being united together as one. As has already been mentioned in
the introduction, this plan was first revealed in the creation story, in the union that existed
between humankind [Hebrew:  ]אָדָ םand God (Gen. 1:27). Further credence to this union in the
midst of diversity is given as the author of Gen. 1 declares: “God saw everything that he had
made, and indeed it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). Duane Elmer, reflecting on the unity that is
1

All scriptures used in this dissertation will be from the New Revised Standard Version Bible
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1989), unless stated otherwise.
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found with the creation account of Gen. 1, declares that this broad diversity helps us “begin to
capture the character, grace, and glory of God.”2
This unity within creation was ultimately lost because of sin, resulting in an extensive
separation forged between humankind (Adam and Eve) and God (Gen. 2:4ff). Most of what is
contained within the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures is the story of God seeking ways of reuniting
humankind (with creation, each other, and also with God). Finally, the unity that God desires
comes to humankind in the person of Jesus (the Second Adam) and is realized in his death and
resurrection (Jn. 12:32).
Humankind’s union with God has been realized, but the church of Jesus Christ still
struggles with how it might come together. If the church understands Jesus’ mission to involve
more than just saving individual souls, and includes the establishment of a new covenant with all
of humankind, then it must also address the importance of establishing faithful diversity within
today’s church.
It is important to examine some of the ways in which Scripture has addressed the topic of
diversity as it relates to racial, ethnic, cultural and generational groups63. Close attention needs
to be given to the practice of hospitality as it has been carried out by God’s people within the
Hebrew and Greek Scriptures, especially as it is understood within the context of formal
community systems and the social dynamics present at the time. Consideration of the way in
which Scripture reflects a diversity that is found within communities and between authors, helps
to further define those early witnesses seeking to be faithful to God’s word and mission in the
world. By learning to appreciate the multiplicity of voices and variety of settings contained

2

Duane Elmer, Cross-Cultural Conflict: Building Relationships for Effective Ministry (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1993), 24.
3
When examining diversity within the context of Scripture, this can also include such additional cultural
barriers as gender, age, nationality, religion, and socio-economic status.

10
within the entirety of Scripture, the diversity found between individuals and groups within a
local congregation can also be seen as a strength and blessing, rather than as something which
only lead to division and detachment.
The Practice of Hospitality in the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures
Extending hospitality to both close friends and complete strangers has been a common
practice described in great detail throughout Scripture. Although the word “hospitality” [Greek:
φιλοξενíα] is only used in the Greek Scriptures, welcoming the stranger (sojourner), as well as
those family members and friends who are traveling, has been recognized within Hebrew
Scripture as a sacred obligation to be carried out by either the head of a household or person in
authority. The fact is that Scripture is awash with many examples of hospitality and
encouragement toward its practice.
In the Hebrew Scriptures, evidence for the custom of hospitality can be clearly found
within the patriarchal accounts. Beginning in Gen. 18, the story of Abraham and Sarah includes
an encounter with three visitors (one who is later identified as “the Lord”). After showing
hospitality to these strangers the couple learns that Sarah will have a son and Abraham will be
the father of “a great and mighty nation and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him”
(Gen. 18:18).
The continuation of this story in Gen. 19 includes the account of Lot also extending
hospitality to the other two visitors (identified as “angels”) who come to the city of Sodom.
Some scholars argue that part of the sin that ultimately leads to the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah (Gen. 18:20ff; 19:1-29) centers around the lack of respect and honor customarily
shown to strangers and guests (Ezek. 16:49-50).
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In the earliest settings we find a number of stories reflecting a
strong emphasis on requirements of hospitality to strangers
(Gen 18:1-8; 24:10-33; 26:1-11; cf., e.g., Job 31:32). Clearly
Israelite and other ancient Near Eastern hospitality traditions
would seem to apply most directly to the sojourner, perhaps
in part a function of this special legal status. It was this violation
of the hospitality tradition, and possibly violation of the protection
of the ger status, that contributed to the horror of the crimes of
Sodom in Genesis 19:6-9. The ger was expected to receive special
protection, as did Isaac in Gerar (Gen 26:11).4
As is further pointed out in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, a traveler entering a city
would often come to the open place (perhaps near the city gate or open courtyard), and there,
unless a breach of etiquette occurred, someone would invite the traveler into their home and
grant them the customary graces (Gen. 19:1-3; Judg. 19:15-21).5
One example of extreme hospitality is found in the Old Testament story of Elijah and the
widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17:8-24). It is the widow, understood to hold an inferior status by
the greater community and to be at the mercy of public compassion, which welcomes God’s
prophet into her home and extends hospitality to a stranger. With her meager provisions she
willingly offers what she has to Elijah, trusting in the prophet’s words that “the Lord God of
Israel” will provide what she and her son needs. One cannot miss the blessing and mystery that
accompany this act of generosity.
Throughout the law and the prophets there are frequent exhortations to care for the
stranger and welcome the sojourner (Lev. 19:10, 33-34; 23:22; 25:35; Num. 15:14-16; 35:15;
Deut. 10:17-19; Jer. 7:5-7; 22:3; Zech. 7:10). The very identity of God’s own people as

4

T. Desmond Alexander, ed., David Weston, ed., Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 1:32. The word “ger” with its kindred verb is applied to anyone who resides in
a country or a town of which he is not a full native land-owning citizen; e.g., the word is used to describe the
patriarchs in Palestine, the Israelites in Egypt, the Levites dwelling among the Israelites and the Ephraimite in
Gibeah.
5
George Arthur Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville, TN: Abington Press, 1962),
2:654.
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sojourners and strangers themselves further emphasizes a dependence upon God as host, and
instills a responsibility upon believers to deal graciously with strangers and aliens in their midst.
Hospitality is also at the center of Jesus’ ministry, as well as the ministry of the early
church. Jesus is often seen as both guest and host (Lk. 24:13-35), reliant upon the generosity of
others and radically gracious in welcoming others to himself (including tax collectors, sinners,
and those on the margins of society). As Christine Pohl points out:
This intermingling of guest and host roles in the person of Jesus
is part of what makes the story of hospitality so compelling for
Christians. Jesus welcomes and needs welcome; Jesus requires
that followers depend on and provide hospitality. The practice of
Christian hospitality is always located within the larger picture of
Jesus’ sacrificial welcome to all who come to him.6
As in the Hebrew Scriptures, hospitality is viewed as a moral obligation to be carried out
by the head of a household, or one who stands in a place of authority. Likewise, the common
practice during this time includes addressing the physical needs of the sojourner or stranger such
as food, shelter, and protection against adversaries. An extension of such hospitality is
understood to be a “right” of the traveler (Mt. 10:11; Lk. 10:7).
As a guest, Jesus was always open to accepting an invitation from the host, whether that
person was part of the religious establishment (Lk. 7:36; 11:37; 14:1) or one of those on the
margins (Mt. 9:10; Mk. 2:15). Jesus was also comfortable in the role of host, inviting all to share
in what he had to offer (Mt. 15:32-38; Mk. 14:22-25). For Jesus, being in table fellowship with
others was an important way of recognizing the equality and dignity in all people. This appears
to be a central factor in the shaping of his mission, as well as the mission of the early church.

6

Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 17.
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Based upon the biblical teachings, and especially on Jesus’ own identification with the
stranger (Mt. 25:31-46) and with those on the margins (Lk. 14:12-14), a distinctive
understanding of hospitality emerges.
Pohl understands Matthew 25 as being essential to the church’s understanding of
Christian hospitality:
This passage sets up a fundamental identification of Jesus with
“the least of these” and personally and powerfully connects
hospitality toward human beings with care for Jesus…“I was a
stranger and you welcomed me” resounds throughout the
ancient texts, and contemporary practitioners of hospitality
refer to this text more often than to any other passage. Acts of
welcoming the stranger, or leaving someone outside cold and
hungry, take on intensely heightened significance when it is
Jesus himself who experiences the consequences of our ministry
or lack of it.7
Welcoming the stranger and offering care to the marginalized has become one of the
distinguishing characteristics of the authentic Christian gospel, and suggests that Jesus went out
of his way to identify himself with the “least of these” that were oppressed and exploited (Mt.
25:31-46). Christian hospitality which focuses on the stranger (Rom. 12:13; 1 Pet. 1:9), the most
vulnerable, and the poor, has become a hallmark of the early church. Special consideration by
church members were given to widows (Acts 6:1-6) and to the underprivileged (Jas. 2:15-17; 1
Jn. 3:17).
It should also be noted that those who established the early church relied greatly upon the
hospitality of others (e.g. Peter: Acts 10:32; Paul: Acts 28:7; Phlm. 1:22; other apostles and
missionaries: Rom. 16:1-2; Phil. 2:25-30; Col. 4:10).
Since today’s society is highly mobile and because families are often deeply fractured,
there are many who need to be welcomed into our homes, churches, and communities. Young
7

Ibid., 22.
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people, singles, immigrants, and those with special needs; all should be able to find a place of
welcome and acceptance in the church. Extending hospitality was essential to the founding of
the first-century church and it continues to be a crucial component for expanding the twenty-first
century church.
Racial, Ethnic and Cultural Diversity in Scripture
An ecclesial community which reflects a diversity of race, ethnicity, and culture, speaks
well to having a holistic understanding of Scripture. Yet race, ethnicity, and culture are not
terms used anywhere in Scripture, especially as a way of categorizing or dividing people. These
sorts of classifications did not appear until much later. This is not to say that divisions which
separate and isolate individuals and groups of people were non-existent in the Hebrew and Greek
Scriptures. Just as today, people in biblical times were often divided by their culture, race,
language, gender, religion, and socioeconomic status.
Does the Bible have anything to offer to this discussion? As Curtiss DeYoung suggests:
The ancient Israelites often found themselves struggling with
ethnocentrism and the resulting tendencies to feel superior
and uniquely special. The early church proclaimed the message
of Jesus in a world where diversity in culture (Jew and Gentile),
gender (male and female), and social class (slave and free) caused
tensions. In the midst of these challenges, the biblical authors
recorded how followers of God not only coped but also made
surprising contributions to showing the importance of diversity.8
The way in which Scripture addressed the topic of diversity was not by stressing the differences
found within humankind, but rather the oneness of the whole human family.
Returning to the first creation account in Gen. 1, God created humankind “in our
image, according to our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). In this passage, God’s own eternal nature and
8

Curtiss Paul DeYoung, Coming Together in the 21st Century: The Bible’s Message in an Age of Diversity
(Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2009), 8.
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divine presence is expressed. The use of the plural “our” provides a glimpse into the mystery of
God’s tri-unity, which are both a model of diversity within unity and also the source and origin
of the diversity that characterizes creation. This triune God looked upon all of creation and
declared it to be “very good” (Gen. 1:31).
What followed in the second creation account (Gen. 2) revealed a desire on God’s behalf
to unite humanity with the Godhead. Just as God was One (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) and
human beings were joined together as one (Gen. 2:24), so also those who made up the family of
God were called to be joined together as one body.
David Anderson expressed a similar idea when he wrote:
True unity is found only in God…While it is true that unbelievers
desire peace, seek diversity and want unity, the truth is that only
within the body of Christ can ultimate communion and racial unity
occur. Sensitivity, civility, and tolerance are critical for a diverse
world, but true unity, love, acceptance, and oneness come only
through the worship of the Creator, who causes us to be united by
the Spirit.9
So from the very beginning humankind has been wired by the Creator for the purpose of
existing together within community. The basis for this unity is not only that human beings can
embark on an authentic relationship with each another, but also that an authentic relationship can
be established with the triune God.
Within the biblical drama there are three distinctive personas mentioned within Scripture:
God, Israel, and other nations. The term nations [Hebrew:  ;גויGreek: ἔθνη] when it is used
within this context, often refers to those who are outside the nation of Israel, or those understood
to be foreigners or “Gentiles.”10
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Prior to Gen. 10, there was no reference found for any other nation or group of people.
Following the story of the Flood, humankind began anew with the decedents of Noah and over
seventy different ethnic groups are listed. Since most of these “nations” (which also included the
ancestors of the Jews) had their own religion and gods, there was some overlap in what might be
considered race, ethnicity, and culture.11 Nevertheless, Scripture affirmed that all of humankind
originally descended from the same parent [Hebrew:  ;אָדָ םGreek: Ἀδάµ] or set of parents and
science would seem to further support that all the genetic diversity found within human beings
today has been in existence from the very beginning.12
After the Flood, family groups became isolated by language and geographical barriers,
and certain physical characteristics between human beings began to emerge. Yet Scripture never
grouped people by racial or physical characteristics, only by language, ethnicity, or geographical
location. Skin pigmentation, hair texture, and other cranial features (such as eye shape and color,
ear length, nasal width, shape and thickness of lips) were never used as a means of distinguishing
or characterizing one group of people over and against another.
It was in the story of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9), where “the Lord confused the language of all
the earth,” that the call for ethnic and cultural diversification was first realized. The reference to
the “scattering” of people (Gen. 11:9) hints to the earlier story of Creation, where humankind
was given a mandate by God to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen.
1:28) and to the story of Noah’s three sons, who “from these the whole earth was peopled” (Gen.
9:19). Yet the refusal of human beings to follow God’s directive and instead seek after their own
11
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desire “to make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the
whole earth” (Gen.11:4) elicits a powerful response from God, bringing a halt to humanity’s
monocultural attempt to live in defiance of this mandate.
Although the story of Babel has been misinterpreted by some as being a biblical directive
for the establishment of ethnic barriers, promotion of racial segregation, and further isolation of
various cultural groups, this viewpoint misses the central theme of the narrative. It is not that
God is inflicting a punishment upon humankind, where some are cursed and others blessed, but
rather that the language of those who have chosen to congregate “in the land of Shinar” (Gen.
11:2) might be “confused,” returning the people to God’s earlier command to “scatter” [Hebrew:
]פִּזוּר. This is a story not about exclusivity, but of the richness of diversity that is found within
the human race. It is a story which reminds us that just like the people at Babel, God will choose
to scatter us when we attempt to huddle together and isolate ourselves from others in our
communities.
It is precisely from these scattered and diverse groups of people that God eventually
chose one family, Terah (Gen. 11:26), and one person, Abram (Gen. 12:1-3) to be a blessing to
the whole earth. Those who claimed to be (either by birth or by faith) the descendents of Abram
(later called Abraham) would have included such groups as Jews, Muslims, Arabs, Samaritans,
and Christians.13
Such blessedness did not eliminate the diversity found within these groups of people.
God chose the Jewish nation to be a nation of priests (Ex. 19:5-6) in order to reveal to the rest of
the world the truth about God. The Jews were a chosen people, not a chosen racial group. This
was the error of the Judaizers (Acts 15:1-5) who first sought to make Gentile [Greek: ἔθνη]
converts into Jews before they could be received into the church.
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God called into being a community of people who were already racially mixed (Gen.
41:45, 50-52; Ex. 12:37-38; Lev. 24:10; Ezek. 16:3) to live among the nations of the world and
to declare God’s intent and purpose for all of humanity. There was no such thing as one favored
group of people. Dignity and value was to be bestowed upon all people, which resulted from
being created in the image of the Creator (Gen. 1:27). Every person on earth, regardless of their
ethnicity, gender, race, or station in life, reflected the image of God.
One present day example of this can be found within the ongoing evolution of the Seder
celebration among Jews. The Haggadah, which is the ritual story recounting the exodus, has
continued to develop over time, to incorporate elements that help the listener to recognize more
fully the love and compassion that God has for all people. As Carol Meyers points out in her
commentary on the book of Exodus:
Since the 1940s, for example, the Haggadahs used by many liberal
Jews have omitted the traditional reciting of the so-called Ten
Plagues as part of the Seder. This change comes from an
unwillingness to commemorate any experience that involves
suffering of innocent people, and it allows Jews to cope with the
difficult moral problems of some aspects of the biblical account
of the exodus. Also, prayers are often added that express the
idea of freedom for all who are subjugated or exploited and that
invoke God’s blessing on all peoples. Such changes continue
the process of engaging the past so that it speaks to the present;
they recognize that oppression was not a one-time occurrence
but rather persists in every generation and must always be
challenged.14
Understanding God’s image as reflected in all people is further established in the Greek
Scriptures by the Gospel writers and the witnesses of the early church. Matthew began his
Gospel with a lengthy genealogy which included the rather diverse ancestry line of Jesus. As
William Barclay states in his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew:
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The barrier between Jew and Gentile is down. Rahab, the woman of
Jericho, and Ruth, the woman of Moab, find their place within the
pedigree of Jesus Christ. Already the great truth is there that in Christ
there is neither Jew nor Greek. Here, at the very beginning, there is
universalism of the gospel and the love of God.15
Other stories abound throughout the Gospels that further reflect this universal love of
God and inclusion of all people. Stories such as the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:2937); the parable of the lost sheep (Lk. 15:1-7); the parable of the prodigal son (Lk. 15:11-32);
Jesus’ healing of lepers (Mt. 8:1-3; Mk. 1:40-45; Lk. 5:12-16; 17:11-19); Jesus’ healing of the
centurion’s servant (Mt. 8:5-13; Lk. 7:1-10); Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman (Jn.
4:1-26); Jesus’ encounter with the Canaanite woman (Mt. 15:21-28; Mk. 7:24-30); Jesus’
healing of the Gentile official’s son (Jn. 4:46-54); and many others. All of these Gospel passages
reflect the inclusion of a culturally and ethnically diverse group of people into God’s kingdom.
Even in the announcement of Jesus’ public ministry (Lk. 4:14ff.), it was evident from the
text which he selected to read (Is. 61:1-2) and the exposition which followed, that Jesus had
come to save all of humankind, especially those who were marginalized and segregated from the
rest of society. In addition to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Mt. 10:6), Jesus alluded to
his “other sheep, who are not of this fold” (Jn. 10:16), and to the diversity of his followers “that
they may all be one (Jn. 17:22). All of this was in keeping with the Great Commission (Mt.
28:16-20) in which Jesus commanded his followers to make disciples of “all nations” [Greek: τὰ
ἔθνη], tearing down the walls that separated individuals and divided groups.
This was carried further into the history of the early church, as recorded in the Acts of
the Apostles. Beginning with the Pentecost event (Acts 2) the unity that Jesus prayed for now
comes to his followers through the gift of the Holy Spirit. Just as the Babel story gave an
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explanation for humankind’s diversity, Pentecost shed light on God’s desire for unity.16 From
those first “devout Jews of every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem” (Acts 2:5) the Jesus
movement took off, fulfilling Christ’s earlier ascension command to “be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
For those early Christians, Jesus embodied the love of God for all different kinds of
people. The apostles themselves were from diverse backgrounds, including fishermen, tax
collectors, and religious zealots (to name a few). The leaders of the early church were anything
but homogeneous in their composition. One early example includes the commissioning of seven
Hellenists leaders to oversee the distribution of food to their widows (Acts 6:1-7). As is pointed
out in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible:
According to Acts 2:5-6, the foreign-born Jews living in Jerusalem
spoke various languages. It may be assumed that in the first century
they also spoke Greek, for it was commonly spoken throughout the
lands of the Near and Middle East, of which the nations mentioned
in Acts 2:9ff are examples. It was probably these “foreigners” who
were designated by the term “Hellenists,” rather than Gentiles.17
It was one of these Hellenists, Stephen, who became the first martyr of the Christian faith
(Acts 7:54-60) and whose death set off a series of events which caused “a severe persecution [to
begin] against the early church in Jerusalem” (Acts 8:1). This incident also caused many of the
church leaders to “scatter” throughout the known world, including Philip to the regions of
Samaria, Azotus and Caesarea (Acts 8:1ff.) and Peter to Lydda and Joppa (Acts 9:32-43).
Once again, the image of God’s people being “scattered” [Greek: διεσπάρησαν] harkens
back to those earlier stories of Noah’s descendants and the residents of Shinar being “scattered”
[Hebrew:  ]זוּר ִפּin order to fulfill God’s greater purposes for humanity.
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One of the first non-Jewish (Gentile) convert to the Jesus movement was Cornelius; “a
centurion of the Italian Cohort” (Acts 10:1). Along with many others these new converts
energized the early church, so that it began to grow in size and complexity, carrying the gospel
across geographic, linguistic, and ethnic boundaries, as people throughout the Mediterranean
region were being added (figure 2:1).
It was also from this early migration that the first truly multiethnic congregation emerged
in the city of Antioch (Acts 11:19-26; 13:1-3). The church of Antioch displayed its multicultural
roots in the names of its prophets and teachers that were listed in the first few verses of Acts 13.
They included such names as:
•

“Barnabas” – a Levite from Cyprus and one of the Diaspora Jews (born in a country
outside of Palestine) who came from the church in Jerusalem.18

•

“Simon who was called Niger” – probably a black African proselyte to Judaism.19

•

“Lucius of Cyrene” – coming from a region of northern Africa.20

•

“Manaen” – a member of the court of Herod Antipas.21

•

“Saul” – born and raised in Tarsus (an important city of Cilicia) who was also one of
the Diaspora Jews, as well as a citizen of Rome.22

It was from this ethnically and culturally diverse church in Antioch where the followers
of Jesus were first referred to as “Christians” (Acts 11:26) and where worship moved from being
a Sabbath observance (Saturday) to the “Lord’s Day” (Sunday), which may also suggest a
movement toward the Gentile world.
From the early missionary journeys of the apostles, prophets, and teachers of Christianity,
as well as the courage of Peter, Paul and Barnabas to defend the rights of the Gentile converts
before the council in Jerusalem (Acts 15:1-35), the gospel message was able to spread
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throughout much of the known world. Yet this did not preclude the early church from also
experiencing its share of challenges along the way. Many of the epistles written to these
fledgling
ledgling congregations dealt with specific issues related to being a diverse fellowship of
believers. Lingering barriers and walls of enmity continued to be erected between various
groups of people, often grounded in ethnocentric
ethnocentric-based inequity (Rom. 15:7-13),
13), societal
discrimination (Eph.6:5-9),
9), and class favoritism (Jas. 2:1
2:1-13).

Figure 2:1. Map of churches mentioned within the New Testament. http://www.bible.ca/ntx-organization
organizationhistorical-development-papal-patriarchal
patriarchal-systems-33-150AD.htm (accessed August 28, 2011).

Paul’s call for unity between Jew and Gentile converts in Ephesians was just one example
of how the early church sought after ways of turning former adversaries into friends and equals.
Paul writes, “For [Jesus] is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has
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broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us” (Eph. 2:14). It was in Paul’s
inclusive image of the body of Christ being made up of different people with different gifts and
that “in the one Spirit we were baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and
were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:13) which eventually gave the apostle the
courage to make his most powerful statement yet, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no
longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”
(Gal. 3:28).
It is important to note that Paul does not advocate for the elimination of different ethnic
or cultural distinctions, nor does he suggest a blending together of all races, genders, cultures or
ethnicities, in order to create a new “monolithic” church. Instead the apostle declares that what
is true for Jews is also true for Greeks; what is true for freed persons is also true for enslaved
persons; what is true for men is also true for women. As Gordon Fee points out:
What is obliterated is the significance of these distinctions and the
(basically divisive) values – ethnic-race (Jew/Gentile), socioeconomic (slave/free), and sexual-gender (male/female) – based
on them.23
It was in this climate of multicultural diversity that the early church continued to thrive.
As is also pointed out by Diana Butler Bass:
Jesus’ earliest followers gathered into culturally diverse congregations
where Jews, Gentiles, Samaritans, and Africans worshiped and served
God together. Besides being racially and ethnically diverse, early
Christians held a variety of theological views and created varied
spiritual practices that shaped the new religion. Christianity thrived
in the multicultural cities of the Roman Empire, and the faith reflected
this environment.24
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For Christians, the early church’s practice of multicultural diversity was motivated by
their love for God and the example set by Jesus. Since God is Creator of all, God’s love rests
upon all. Through his life, death and resurrection, Jesus offered the model by which barriers
could be breached and all creation reconciled to God (Col. 1:19-21). It is at the cross where
hostility between individuals and groups is put to death, and where forgiveness, peace,
reconciliation and renewal take place. It is also in these congregations and faith communities,
where people unite to worship the Creator who has redeemed all of creation, where people “from
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” (Rev. 7:9) find unity in diversity, on
earth and in heaven.
Generational Diversity in Scripture
Just as racial, ethnic and cultural diversity challenged the early church to expand into new
territories, so also has generational diversity compelled today’s church to expand both internally
and externally. It is important to note that today’s understanding of the word “generation” is
quite different from that of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures.
The Bible does not offer one single definition for the word “generation.” In the
Hebrew Scriptures, the words “company,” and “circle,” also mean “generation” [Hebrew: ]דּוֹר,
all denoting the period of time that spans a father’s birth to that of his son (i.e. Ps. 14:5; 24:6;
49:20; Jer. 2:31).25 In the Greek Scriptures there is a similar definition for the words
“generation” [Greek: γενεά] and “race” [Greek: γένος] to that which is found in the Hebrew (i.e.
Mt. 11:16; 24:34; Mk. 8:12; Acts 8:33; 1 Pet. 2:9).26 The plural word for “generations”
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[Hebrew:  ;בית משפחהGreek: γενεολογία] can also mean “families” or “descendents,” and may
refer to a listing of ancestors, such as Jesus’ genealogy (Mt. 1:1-17).27
What is apparent is that Scripture does not use the terms “generation” or “generations” to
identify similarities between specific cultural groups, or list out distinctive behaviors or attributes
between different age groups. Although the family unit was a highly valued institution in
biblical times, still women and children were often understood as having little to no status
outside that of the patriarchal head.
Many of the Hebrew references to generational diversity have to do with comparing the
present age to the coming age. This includes both passing on the punishment of sins committed
against God, in which the iniquity of the parents is carried on to their children (i.e. Ex. 20:5-6;
Deut. 23:2; Jer. 7:29) or the blessings of God are passed along to the children of those who
remain faithful (i.e. 2 Kings 10:30; Esth. 9:28; Is. 51:7-8). The central message of the Hebrew
Scriptures is that God’s kingdom “is an everlasting kingdom and his sovereignty is from
generation to generation” (Dan. 4:3).
In the Greek Scriptures, Jesus personified this kingdom image. Jesus began his earthly
ministry with the proclamation: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;
repent, and believe in the good news” (Mk. 1:15). He then went on to use various metaphors in
order to help his disciples recognize the kingdom’s nearness.
One such metaphor that Jesus used was “children” [Greek: παιδία] when speaking
about how one might enter the kingdom. In Mt. 18, he responded to his disciples’ question about
true greatness in the kingdom by saying:
Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you
will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble
like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Whoever
27
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welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. (Mt. 18:3-5)
Jesus further illustrated this point about God’s kingdom, as people brought their own
children to him for a blessing. It was “to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs,”
Jesus informed his disciples (Mt. 19:14; Mk. 10:14-15; Lk. 18:16-17). Important to note are the
actions of Jesus which were seen to be as significant as his words. “He took [the children] in his
arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them” (Mk. 10:16).
Although having offspring within the context of the Jewish family was held in high
esteem, children themselves were not seen as contributing much to the societal or religious
community. Even the events of Jesus’ own childhood are sketchy at best, as presented by the
gospel writers. The role of the child was understood to be the recipient of gifts from the parents
(Mt. 7:11) and to grow strong and full of wisdom (Lk. 2:40).28 Jesus emphasized that it was the
person who was able to first receive God’s kingdom as a gift, with the simplicity of a child, who
would be able to enter.
Generational diversity outside of the family unit was not seen as essential to the religious
life of the worshipping community. Once presented at the Temple (Lk. 2:22-24) it was generally
the role of parents to teach their children about God and their religious traditions.29 A similar
understanding was passed on to the early church, as entire households were baptized (i.e. Acts
16:15, 31-34; 1 Cor. 1:16) into the faith.
One of the few places in the Greek Scriptures where generational diversity is discussed
was in Paul’s letter to his young protégé Timothy. Paul encouraged Timothy to care for the
church at Ephesus and to lead with passion and integrity. Paul also affirmed the
multigenerational influence that this young pastor’s family had had on Timothy’s own faith.
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I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that lived first in
your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, I am
sure, lives in you. For this reason I remind you to rekindle the
gift of God that is within you through the laying on of hands; for
God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of
power and of love and of self-discipline. (2 Tim. 1:5-7)
Paul stressed the legacy of faith that had spanned three generations and had ultimately
shaped Timothy’s own calling as one set apart to be a leader in the church. It was also evidence
that the early church itself, which first met in people’s homes until around the fourth century
C.E., probably contained at least some kind of intergenerational qualities.
Without stressing the importance of generational diversity, Scripture clearly does
recognize a role for active involvement by all generations within both religious training and
communal worship. The prophet Joel clearly envisioned a role for young and old in his
prophecy when he declared: “Then afterword, I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and
your daughters shall prophecy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see
visions” (Joel 2:28). It was with the birth of the church at Pentecost that Joel’s prophecy became
a reality (Acts. 2:17ff) and the intergenerational nature of God’s people was further realized. It
was also difficult to understand how young and old who did not participate in worship, learning
and fellowship together could “maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3).
The challenge for the church of any age, and especially the church of the twenty-first
century, is to find new and better ways of uniting the generational groups through the power of
the gospel.
Jimmy Long addresses a similar point of view when he writes to contemporary church
leaders and points out:
As the church moved into new cultures throughout history, it has
always had the choice either to continue doing ministry as it had in
a previous culture or else to be willing to do ministry differently
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because of the new cultural context. The church has flourished as
it has been willing to adapt to new cultural contexts while remaining
committed to the gospel.30
Finding new ways to include all generational groups within the life and ministry of a
congregation unites the whole church. Disunity, in whatever form it takes, is a denial of what it
means to be the church.
This chapter points out some of the behaviors and actions that are embedded throughout
the biblical narrative, which demonstrate an ongoing celebration of humankind’s diversity. This
multiplicity is revealed in the stories and lives of God’s people, as they recount their relationship
with their Creator and Covenant Maker. It is unveiled in acts of hospitality shown to the stranger
and sojourner, in certain rituals and religious practices that created space for the “other,” and in
the ministry of Christ and witness of the early church which attempted to remove certain
religious, gender-based, cultural, and societal barriers erected to keep people segregated and
apart. It also symbolizes the ongoing tension that continues to exist between the ideal and the
tangible, between what God desires to see from us and what we, as imperfect human creatures,
are able to offer back to God.
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CHAPTER THREE
EARLY CHRISTIAN EXPANSION AND
THE RISE OF THE HOMOGENEOUS CHURCH
But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends
of the earth. (Acts 1:8)
In spite its intense persecution for nearly two and a half centuries; Christianity continued
its spread throughout the Mediterranean region.
As was mentioned in the last chapter, diversity within the early church had been
documented from the earliest New Testament writings. The Acts of the Apostles (written shortly
after 70 CE) as well as the letters of Peter, Paul, John and Jude, addressed some of the concerns
that had already come into existence within the early church. Many of these issues had to do
with various individuals and groups such as Hellenists and Hebrews, males and females, slaves
and free persons.
Yet diversity within the early church was not simply limited to ethnicity, gender, or
status. A lively conversation of different voices was also to be found within Scripture itself,
representing a host of diverse theological views, all seeking to be faithful to the one true God,
even while interpreting and understanding God’s word in different ways.
Scripture being comprised of different voices is not a new idea. As Thomas Rausch
suggests:
The distinguished Tübingen New Testament Scholar, Ernst Käsemann
first posed this question in 1951at an ecumenical symposium sponsored
by the theological facility at Göttinghen in Germany. He argued that
that the variability of the New Testament kerygma, the extraordinary
variety of theological positions in primitive Christianity, and the
incompatibility of some of these positions all lead to the conclusion
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that “the New Testament canon does not, as such, constitute the
foundation of the unity of the Church. On the contrary, as such (that is
in its accessibility to the historian) it provides the basis for the
multiplicity of the confessions.”1
Rausch further states:
More recently, James G. D. Dunn advanced an argument similar to
Käsemann’s. Dunn locates the center of the New Testament in the
unity between the historical Jesus and the exalted Christ, the one in
whom Christians encounter God’s saving power. Beyond this “canon
within the canon,” Dunn sees no single normative form of Christianity
in the first century, no unity rooted in the New Testament; what the
canon gives us is the irreducible diversity of Christianity.2

This is evidence that as Christianity continued its expansion, various newly formed
Christian communities began spreading and translating the scriptures in different languages. As
a biblical canon3 started to emerge, a multiplicity of voices was to be found. It was this
multiplicity of voices that eventually challenged some early church leaders to find ways of
maintaining correct (orthodox) doctrine, while continuing to celebrate the rich diversity of those
biblical voices and interpretations.
Within the first five centuries of Christianity, one can identify at least three examples of
biblical diversity that initially challenged the early church:

1

•

A diversity of voices between biblical authors.

•

A diversity of thoughts contained within a biblical text.

•

A diversity of interpretations held by the early church.
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The challenge for early church leaders were to articulate and preserve the authority contained
within Scripture, while also remaining open to the rich diversity of biblical voices and
interpretations present.
Diversity of Voices between Biblical Authors
One example where a diversity of voices between biblical authors can be clearly
observed is within the ecclesiology and ministry structure instituted by the church. From its
early days certain issues arose over how the church was to be organized. While some adhered to
a hierarchal model, such as the one described in the “Pastoral Epistles” (1 & 2 Timothy, Titus),
others looked to the “beloved community” that was demonstrated by the Johannine churches (1,
2, & 3 John), while still others sought out a more prophetic model of leadership, such as the one
characterized by those early churches of the Apocalypse (Revelation).
Yet as Christianity continued to develop and spread, no single model of ministry structure
was universally adopted. As is pointed out in the Lund Statement on “Episcopal Ministry within
the Apostolicity of the Church”:
The canonical writings of the New Testament reflect a phase in the
history of the church when different ecclesial patterns developed,
coexisted and interacted with each other. Some New Testament
writings reveal little concern with ecclesial structures and leadership,
and those that are concerned show variations. An ecumenically shared
insight today is that the New Testament does not describe a single
pattern of ministry, which can serve as a blueprint for later structures
in the church. Rather, there is in the New Testament a variety of forms
reflecting developments at different places and times.4
Other obvious examples where diverse views were to be found between biblical authors
can be identified in the practice and purpose of the sacraments (Baptism & Eucharist),
4
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atonement, and even the role of Scripture itself. As the early church continued its expansion,
various leaders of these fledgling communities began adopting models and doctrines of the faith
that best suited their own unique circumstances and surroundings.
Diversity of Thoughts Contained within a Biblical Text
Finding a diversity of thoughts contained within Scripture might be expected, especially
given the vast range and influences found within both the Hebrew and Greek texts. What is
perhaps more surprising is to find such diversity, not between different scriptural documents, but
embodied within the same biblical text. An example of this can be observed within the first two
chapters of Genesis, where the theologies of both the Yahwist and Priestly traditions offer their
own unique interpretation of creation. To clarify the differences, Pauline Viviano points out:
The Priestly account of creation is a theological reflection on the
world that the author has experienced. It is a world wherein God
is seen as a powerful Being, able to create by merely speaking a
word. God is seen as standing outside the universe that is called
into being. The Deity transcends the created order. Humanity is
seen as the high point of creation. The world in which humanity
lives has been organized by God, but as God’s representative on
earth, humanity is to be sovereign over the world.5
The Yahwist account of creation is much more local in scope than
The Priestly account; it is concerned with the human relationship
with the soil and the relationship between man and woman, not
with the creation of a universe. Clearly drawn from an agricultural
milieu, the story presents humanity as coming from the ground,
and dependent upon the ground for life. In death humanity will
return to the ground from which it came…Yahweh, in turn, is not
distant from creation but is directly involved in the act of creation
and concerned about all creatures.6
A similar diversity of thought can also be found within the Greek Scriptures. For
example, there are a large number of eschatological views contained within John’s Gospel.
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Robert Kysar has examined these seemingly contradictory views, noting that some verses
suggest “eternal life” to be a future event, while others verses indicate “eternal life” to be
something already possessed. Kysar refers to this as a “dialectical eschatology.” He writes:
…the truth is not found in one or the other position, but only
in the dynamic interchange between both of them. The true
Christian eschatology, the Gospel insists, is not in being
exclusively future or exclusively present in our orientation.
Rather, it is found in holding firmly to both, embracing both
the now and the not yet. There is a sense in which God has
already fulfilled the divine promises in our present life.
There is a sense, too, in which God has yet to complete that
fulfillment in the future.7
Does the evidence that such diversity of thought exists within a single biblical text (such
as in Genesis), or is held by a single biblical author (such as John), indicate a contradiction in
theology? Are both viewpoints necessary and important in understanding the complete picture
as contained in Scripture? If this is true about scriptural diversity, what about the theological
diversity that can also found within many of the early Christian communities that valued and
preserved these texts?
Diversity of Interpretations Held by the Early Church
A diversity of scriptural interpretation can sometimes be attributed to a community’s
historic contexts, methodologies, or the amount of credence given to a particular text. In the
early centuries of the church many of these diverse interpretations were often Christological in
character, relating specifically to Jesus’ own divine and human nature.
One example can be found in the interpretation of such scriptural passages as John 10:2930 and John 14:28, where various understandings about Jesus’ own human/divine nature began
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to emerge – some which denied his humanity altogether (Docetism) while others accepted his
divine/human nature, but then chose to relinquish him to a lesser status than “God the Father”
(Arianism).
Views such as these and others eventually challenged early church leaders to aggressively
establish doctrinal creeds and begin the process of canonizing the scriptures in order to create a
more unified (orthodox) position for Christianity. Although most would agree that this was both
a good and necessary evolution in the formation of the early church, it also tended to silence
those from marginalized communities and dismiss insights coming out of different contextual
factions.
In researching how this evolution within Scripture took shape and the way in which it is
now perceived by some postmodern historians and scholars, Bart Ehrman writes:
The broader interests in and heightened appreciation for diverse
manifestations of religious experience, belief, and practice today
has contributed to a greater fascination with the diversity of
expressions of Christianity in various periods of its history, perhaps
especially in its earliest period. This fascination is not simply a
a matter of antiquarian interests. There is instead a sense that
alternative understandings of Christianity from the past can be
cherished yet today, that they can provide insights even now for
those of us who are concerned about the world and our place in it.
Those captivated with this fascination commonly feel a sense of
loss upon realizing just how many perspectives once endorsed by
well-meaning, intelligent, and sincere believers came to be abandoned,
destroyed, and forgotten – as were the texts that these believers
produces, read, and revered. But with that feeling of loss comes the
joy of discovery when some of these texts, and the lost Christianities
they embody, are recovered and restored to us. For our own religious
histories encompass not only the forms of belief and practice that
emerged as victorious from the conflicts of the past but also those that
were overcome, suppressed, and eventually lost.8
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A similar viewpoint is also presented by Walter Bauer, where in the introduction to his
essay on the early Christian church he reveals how orthodoxy and heresy did not stand in relation
to one another as primary to secondary, but that in many regions heresy was the original
manifestation of Christianity.9
Development of a Biblical Canon and Establishment of Roman Orthodoxy
From its earliest conception, most Christian communities readily accepted the Hebrew
Scriptures as part of their biblical foundation. Along with this written tradition was also a strong
oral tradition, which included many saying of Jesus and short narratives about his life. Writings
(attributed to the apostles) were also being widely circulated during this same time, but were not
collected together until the late first century CE.
Most of these letters [Greek: ἐπιστολή] were circulated and offered helpful advice to
fledgling congregations. As Helmut Koester specifically notes about the Pauline epistles:
These letters are our earliest and most direct source for the
development of early Christian communities. They are neither
occasional writings nor are they composed in order to communicate
religious truths. Rather, they are instruments of ecclesiastical
policy, which functions alongside the political and propagandistic
medium of oral communication during the absence of the apostle,
serving as the continuing organization and maintaining of the
Christian communities that had been founded by Paul.10
Although most of these writings by the apostles were often seen as useful tools, they were
not initially treated with the same regard as the Hebrew Scriptures and oral traditions
surrounding Jesus’ life until much later.

9

Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, ed. Robert A. Kraft and Gerhard Kroedel
(Philadelphia, PA: Online Books from the University of Pennsylvania, updated electronic English edition, 1991),
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/book/lookupid?key=olbp11680. (accessed October 18, 2011).
10
Helmut Koester, Introduction to the New Testament, Vol 2 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co., 2000), 3.

36
A biblical canon of the Greek Scriptures did not begin to fully emerge until the early
second century CE. It was Marcion, an early bishop of the Roman church, who first proposed
that such a canon be established in order to further defend his own unique understanding of
Christianity.11 In the end many of his ideas were rejected by others in the church and he was
eventually excommunicated for his beliefs. But the need for a list of authoritative texts based
upon the life and sayings of Jesus, historical accounts of the early church, and leadership and
guidance of the apostles, was seen as being essential for establishing an “orthodox” theology and
maintaining unity within the church.
Although various attempts were made to create a unified set of writings, based upon both
oral and written accounts from those early followers of Jesus, it was not until the middle of the
second century CE before what is now commonly known as the “New Testament” came into
existence.12 A major factor that influenced the move to canonize these writings was the rise of
perceived heresies taking place within the early church, most notably that of Gnosticism.13 Yet
by this time many of these writings were already being widely circulated and read in most
churches. As F. F. Bruce correctly suggested:
The New Testament books did not become authoritative for the
Church because they were formally included in a canonical list;
on the contrary, the Church included them in her canon because
she already regarded them as divinely inspired, recognizing their
innate worth and generally apostolic authority, direct or indirect.
The first ecclesiastical councils to classify the canonical books
were both held in North Africa – at Hippo Regius in 393 and at
Carthage in 397 – but what these councils did was not to impose
something new upon the Christian communities but to codify
what was already the general practice of those communities. 14
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As Christianity continued its spread throughout the Mediterranean region, so did the
level of persecution taking place against the church, first at the hands of the Jews and then later
by the Roman Empire. At the height of this persecution, what became known as the “Era of the
Martyrs”15 began with the Roman Emperor Diocletian in 284 CE and continued on until the reign
of Constantine in 313 CE. Yet even during this time of persecution the church maintained its
expansion west, while also continuing to stay concentrated in the east, although both groups were
often driven underground by the atrocities being leveled against them. However once in power
Constantine began to reverse some of the earlier persecutions that Christians faced under
Diocletian and started returning property and possessions that had been earlier taken away.
While seen as a blessing by a majority of “orthodox” Christians, it is also important to note that
not all Christian persecution came to an end during the time of Emperor Constantine.
One example of this can be observed by the way in which Constantine played an
important role in halting the Donatist16 controversy that was taking place in North Africa, as well
as further stepping up the persecution of various Gnostic Christian groups throughout the Roman
Empire. His convening of the first “Council of Nicaea” in 325 CE assisted the church in firmly
establishing orthodoxy and ecclesiastical unity, while purging the church of minority voices and
heresies. He also helped to build a new symbiotic relationship between the empire and the
church.17
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For the first time, it was the Roman emperors who were entrusted with the additional task
of overseeing the spiritual health of their subjects and defending the doctrines of the church.
This new relationship eventually led to the adoption of Christianity as a “state religion” in 380
CE and further maintained the Trinitarian doctrine of the church as espoused within the Nicene
Creed.18
This new shift in power also led to the first case of capital punishment levied by the
Roman government for the criminal offence of “heresy against the church” in 385 CE, when a
bishop of Spain, Priscillian of Avila, was beheaded along with several of his companions for
espousing Gnostic beliefs and endorsing certain “occult” pratices.19
Likewise the church itself began to adopt similar organizational structures to that of the
Roman Empire. Regional areas (later known as dioceses20) corresponded to the territorial
provinces already put in place by the Roman government as far back as 68-69 CE (figures 3:1
and 3:2). Bishops began serving in much the same way as a Roman vicarius21 who would
oversee a geographical area of the empire and look after the “spiritual” welfare of its citizens.
Like the Caesars, certain bishops who ascended to a place of power within the church did so by
way of succession, with the five most prestigious locations being Rome, Constantinople,
Jerusalem, Antioch and Alexandria.
By the early fifth century CE, Christianity had continued its further expansion throughout
much of Europe and northern Africa. Along the way, various movements within the church
underwent the scrutiny of those who were in power and who strove for orthodoxy as a means for
18
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Figure 3:1. The Roman Empire under Vespasian (ruled AD 69) showing the provinces as then organized.
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7b/Roman_Empire_69.svg. (accessed October 28, 2011).

Figure 3:2. Map of Dioceses within the Roman Empire, 400 CE.
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ec/Roman_Empire_with_dioceses_in_400_AD.png
(accessed October 28, 2011).

40
establishing unity. Minority viewpoints were often treated as heresies and divisive issues were
quickly squelched.
As a result, a shift began to occur in how the church expanded and multiplied. Instead of
a “bottom -up” approach toward missional expansion, where initially local families and tribal
groups directly responded to the Good News of Jesus Christ and then went on to establish their
own local faith communities, now a “top-down” missional approach was employed whereby
missionaries were sent out by regional bishops in order to convert tribal rulers and local leaders
to the faith. Once converted, this newly adopted religion was then often imposed upon the
general population, sometimes with fierce opposition and violent responses. As Alexandra
Sanmark points out in her thesis:
From the time of Ancient Christianity, missionary work was seen to
encapsulate two goals. These were the positive goal of acceptance of
Christianity and the negative goal of extinguishing non-Christian
beliefs and cults. These goals have also been named ‘Christianization’
and ‘depaganisation’. Augustine of Hippo did not approve of the use
of force in Christianization. He believed that the acceptance of Christianity
by an individual must be a fully voluntary act, which should take place
before baptism. Augustine was aware that this was not always the case
in practice, but he was eagerly trying to enforce it. In order to achieve
the negative goal of depaganisation, however, Augustine allowed and
even invited the use of force. He approved of anything from the
destruction of ‘pagan’ shrines, to death penalties for persistent performances
of ‘pagan’ practices.22
This new model of missionary expansion continued on into the Middle Ages23 and
increasingly caused more and more minority voices (including some minority Christian voices)
to once again go underground. At this same time it also ushered in a new era of monastic
orthodoxy, whereby those who were now uncomfortable with the cozy relationship that existed
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between the church and state, elected to secluded themselves in isolated communities called
“monasteries” in order to better live out their own formulas for Christian living.24
What began as an extensive expression of diversity within the early Christian Church
quickly grew into a much more structured and sanctioned expression of faith. Many religious
scholars and church historians recognize this to be a natural progression that takes place within
all religious movements. Sociologist Max Weber equates the rise of various bureaucratic
governments and institutions (including religious institutions) with the eventual loss of certain
diverse ideas and thoughts.25 What might be understood as a natural and predictable path for
organizations or institutions to follow as they move toward legitimacy within the culture; the
consequences of this will almost certainly also include a loss of diverse voices along the way.
Reclaiming Faithful Diversity within Ecclesial Community
The first five hundred years of the church’s existence reveals the ongoing struggle and
challenge of today’s church to reclaim its original diverse nature. This is not meant to be an
indictment against the church, but an acknowledgment that the true inclusivity of God’s people
does not merely happen by chance. Some would argue (and this will be address more fully in the
next chapter) that the natural disposition of most organizations and institutions is to define
themselves in ways that distinguish themselves apart from other factions and groups within an
existing culture. Until recently this has been successfully accomplished, especially by religious
movements that have been able to operate within certain cultural vacuums. Yet this no longer
appears to be possible, especially here in the U.S.
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In a recent online article written by William H. Frey of The Brookings Institution, he
notes that:
The latest wave of 2010 Census date…confirms what earlier surveys
have strongly hinted: virtually half of recent births in the U.S. are
minorities. We are becoming a more globalized nation than most
Americans have experienced in their lifetime (see figure 3:3).26
This indicates a gradual shifting away from homogeneity to heterogeneity, especially with
younger generations growing up in the U.S. Racial, ethnic and cultural diversity is spreading
geographically. What this means is that as younger generations reach adulthood, they will not
approach diversity in the same way as previous generations. In fact, many of these younger
generational members are already being identified as “third culture kids” – meaning that
individually they represent more than one culture.

Figure 3:3. Race-Ethnic Profiles by Age Group 2010.
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/opinions/2011/0826_census_race_frey/0826_census_race_fig1.jpg
(accessed November 1, 2011).

According to David Pollock:
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A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a significant
part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture.
The TCK frequently builds relationships to all the cultures, while
not having full ownership in any. Although elements from each
culture may be assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense
of belonging is in relationship to others of similar backgrounds.27
For today’s church this suggests that those with common interests, similar personalities,
life experiences, and shared values will continue to gravitate together. Yet some of the
characteristics being observed within current generational groups, who are only now beginning
to come of age, is that certain issues which have in the past unified generations (such as race,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and certain moral or doctrinal issues) will no longer be
considered as important or relevant in tomorrow’s church. As schools, neighborhoods,
workplaces and other social networking clusters become more diversified, heterogeneity will
eventually be recognized to be the norm, not the exception.
In this age of global communication and intercultural exposure, the questions need to be
asked: Has the church once again entered into a theological/cultural/spiritual transition period,
similar to that which was experienced in the first five hundred years of Christianity? If so, who
are the faithful voices today that will help tomorrow’s church rediscover and reclaim its diverse
heritage?
As has been pointed out within this chapter, the early church was initially shaped by a
vast diversity of voices, thoughts, and interpretations, all seeking to be a faithful witness to the
One true God. However, as Christianity continued to expand throughout much of Europe and
northern Africa, a desire for greater orthodoxy and ecclesial structure was called for by church
leaders. This effectively silenced many of the early church’s minority voices, as well as ushered
in a new era of Christendom – one sanctioned and legitimized by the State. Today, as the church
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has continued its expansion across the globe and into the twenty-first century, it is once again
faced with a multiplicity of cultural expressions and thoughts. The question needs to be asked:
Are there any insights that can be gained today from the ways in which the early church first
navigated through similar diverse waters?
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CHAPTER FOUR
AN EMERGING MODEL OF DIVERSITY FOR ECCLESIAL COMMUNITY
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were
called into the one hope of your calling, one Lord,
one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all,
who is above all and through all and in all. (Eph. 4:4-7)

Any discussion which involves models of ecclesial community must include the
groundbreaking work of Cardinal Avery Dullis. Dullis, in this book, Models of the Church,
outlined five major characteristics (or models) of how the modern day church was perceived by
those on the outside. Influenced greatly by the sweeping changes underway in the Roman
Catholic Church since the Second Vatican Council,1 Dullis sought to offer both a succinct, yet
extensive analysis concerning how the church (especially the Roman Catholic Church) might
better relate to other faith traditions and address the growing religious pluralism emerging within
the modern era. His primary motive was to protect the church and its sacred teachings from what
he believed to be a growing secularization within the world.
The five “models” identified by Dullis included the church as Institution, Mystical
Communion, Sacrament, Herald, and Servant. 2 Within each of these models he identified
certain unique strengths and gifts to be recognized and celebrated by Christendom. He also
suggested that each of these models (when taken outside the context of the whole) presented
significant weaknesses and limitations for the church.
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By the mid-1980s, Dullis had already begun to notice that the cultural shift (which he had
identified a decade earlier) was evolving more rapidly than he realized and that there was now a
sixth model emerging; that of the church as a Community of Disciples.3
Without diminishing Dulles’ research and contribution in identifying church models, it is
important to understand that what he offers in his research is a concise linear explanation of how
the church has functioned within its recent past and into the modern era. This linear approach,
however, is limiting. In this postmodern era, church leaders can no longer approach a model (or
models) of the church from strictly a linear prospective. A non-linear approach is also needed.
This sixth model of the church that Dulles described (Community of Disciples) presented
a starting point for examining what has become an emerging model of ecclesial community in
this postmodern era. The concept of this model, which originated in part from one of his earlier
models (Mystical Communion), focused more attention on the early public ministry of Jesus and
what influenced the post-Easter formation of the church. For Dullis, the similarity between the
present-day culture and early centuries out of which the church was first formed is evident. As
Dullis proposes:
At a time when the general culture gives little support to Christian
values, it is particularly important for the Church to visualize itself,
as it originally did, as a contrast society. The discipleship model
motivates the members of the Church to imitate Jesus in their
personal lives. It also makes them feel at home in a Church that
must always find its way in a rapidly changing and fluid situation,
a pilgrim Church still distant from its goal.4
If a new model for the church is beginning to emerge from a non-linear perspective (i.e.
Community of Disciples) then it is important to establish a working definition of what
“community” actually is and how it functions in this postmodern era. Yet like many idioms and
3
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expressions, the word “community” does not easily lend itself to one single definition. This
word often conjures up many different images and ideas. A thoughtful examination into what
“community” is and is not is needed, especially for a church that wants to seek out and gather
those who are desperately looking for healthy places that offer integrity, understanding, and a
sense of belonging.
A Common Definition for Community
At its most basic, the word “community” is derived from the Latin word communitas, or
communis (common), and refers to “a group of people living in the same place or having a
particular characteristic in common.”5 A second definition can also include “a feeling of
fellowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, interests, and goals.”6 Yet even
these two definitions are very broad, especially as it pertains to the discipline one is working
from (i.e. biological, geographical, anthropological, psychological, philosophical, environmental,
etc.). Because this chapter is primarily concerned about an ecclesial model of “community,” the
two areas that would seem to offer the most relevant information would be a sociological and
biblical perspective.
This is not to say that other perspectives are not without merit. It is simply to admit that
the nature of “community” is such an extensive topic, that it is better to focus specifically on
those characteristics and principles which best reflect the framework of the church.
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A Sociological Perspective on Community
It should first be noted that “community” is a construct, or as Dulles described it, a
model. When most people reference this term, they often point to a particular place, a specific
geographical location such as a city, town, or neighborhood. They might also suggest a specific
group of individuals who have a common heritage or ethnic identity (such as an Asian, Latino, or
Native American community). Still others identify a group of people who share a common
interest, belief, or way of life (such as the medical community, a faith community, or the gay
community).
Yet unlike the kind of model that can be scrutinized, quantified, or objectified, true
community within the postmodern era cannot always be fully perceived, and therefore cannot be
easily classified or even fully experienced. Since community comes together in so many
different ways and for so many different reasons, it is difficult to categorize. Like snowflakes,
no two communities are ever identical, and yet certain behavioral scientists have done a
reasonably good job of identifying some of the sociological characteristics that make up
community.
Perhaps one of the best twentieth century authors to address this topic was Morgan Scott
Peck. With a background in sociology, psychology, medicine and theology, Peck’s ground
breaking work in the area of community formation and development ultimately lead him to
establish The Foundation for Community Encouragement (FCE), a nonprofit institution whose
mission is to promote and teach the principles of community.7
In his research on why communities come together and how those within a community
are able to function together, Peck defined “true community” as being those groups who are able
7
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to develop three fundamental qualities: inclusivity, commitment, and consensus. It was from
these three fundamental qualities that other characteristics also began to emerge, such as a sense
of realism, the ability to be contemplative, a feeling of safety, the ability to disarm, a way of
fighting gracefully, a place where all might become leaders, and a spirit of peace. 8
According to Peck, groups attempting to achieve “true community” needed to first pass
through four stages of development. The first of these stages he identified as pseudocommunity,
when members within a group pretended to have an authentic relationship with one another, but
in reality did not.
In pseudocommunity a group attempts to purchase community
cheaply by pretense. It is not an evil, conscious pretense of
deliberate black lies. Rather, it is an unconscious, gentle process
whereby people who want to be loving attempt to be so by telling
little white lies, by withholding some of the truth about themselves
and their feelings in order to avoid conflict. But it is still a
pretense. It is an inviting but illegitimate shortcut to nowhere.9
The second stage that Peck identified was chaos, and occurred when groups discovered
that pseudocommunity did not work. Members of the group would then begin to seek ways to
correct disagreements and issues that could no longer be ignored. Often this would lead to open
attacks on members, and especially upon the leaders of the group. Although this stage may
appear on the surface to be counterproductive, Peck argued that it was a necessary step toward
creating community.
The stage of chaos is a time of fighting and struggle. But that is
not its essence. Frequently, fully developed communities will be
required to fight and struggle. Only they learned to do so
effectively.10
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Peck then went on to point out that those groups who had made it beyond the chaos stage
would next encounter a time of emptiness. It was at this stage where members learned how to
empty themselves of certain barriers that had been constructed to protect themselves and keep
others at bay. Barriers included such things as:
•

“expectations and preconceptions”

•

“prejudices”

•

“ideology, theology, and solutions”

•

“the need to heal, convert, fix or solve”

•

“the need to control”11

It was at this stage of community development where most group members fully encountered the
challenges and complexities of establishing meaningful relationships with others of diverse
backgrounds and cultures. It was also at this stage where groups would either decide to move on
to the final stage of community development, or revert back to the safety and superficiality of
pseudocommunity.
Once group members had made their way through the emptiness stage, true community
could finally be achieved.
An extraordinary amount of healing and converting begins to
occur – now that no one is trying to convert or heal. And
community has been born.12
Although Peck was able to present some of the more noteworthy psychological and
sociological characteristics surrounding community development, there are still other areas that
need to be examined, especially as they relate to this postmodern era.
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One important factor to be considered is that community development is no longer
limited to a specific physical or geographical place, nor are those engaged in community
development necessarily sharing a common border or boundary with each other. Some Christian
postmodern thinkers have described the boundaries of newly emerging ecclesial communities as
being “fuzzy” or “fluid” in their composition.13
A similar challenge to the notion that communities must have fixed boundaries or
boarders was raised back in the mid-1980s by the social anthropologist, Anthony Cohen. Cohen
viewed community boundaries as mostly symbolic in nature. His argument was that community
must be seen as a cultural field within a complex set of symbols that are vague and fluid in
character, rather than a geographical location with fixed identifiable boundaries. 14 This would
support the idea that many individuals today do not identify themselves with just one single
community, but often with a number of different communities. This might also explain why a
group of people who decide to come together in community today are often less concerned about
lines of demarcation then with the sharing of common interests or goals.
Another consideration might be that all communities are actually part of a larger cultural
system and that, by their very nature, are “organic” in their makeup. Culture, in this case, refers
to a certain way of life that is experienced and shared by a specific group of people. It can
include such things as a collective language, shared observation of the world, similar creative
and artistic expressions, comparable social interactions, and related spiritual beliefs.
If this is the case, a community’s ethos is shaped by the set of interactions, behaviors and
expectations shared between its members. One could even go so far as to refer to a community’s
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development as being “super-organic”15 in the way in which it functions and organizes itself.
Just as any complex living organism is always more than the individual cells, molecules, or
atoms that make up its physical composition, so a healthy community will always have a life of
its own that goes beyond the sum of its individual members. This is important to recognize,
especially if a community is expected to grow and develop as an organic system.
As this concept relates to emerging models of ecclesial community, Neil Cole observes:
A church is a complex entity with multiple cells. We must go
further down microscopically, to the smallest unit of Kingdom
life if we want to start the multiplication process.16
Therefore, what is understood to be a “healthy community” can and will always find new
ways of perpetuation, even as individual members within the community come and go. Its
continuance is not based upon individual personalities or gifts, nor upon a group member’s race,
ethnicity, gender or age, but upon the shared values, beliefs, contributions, leadership and
principles held by the entire group.
A Biblical Perspective on Community
Community has always been understood to be a foundational part of God’s design for
humankind throughout both the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures. As Gilbert Bilezikian correctly
points out, God as the Trinity is the original community of oneness.17
As was discussed earlier in the second chapter of this paper, from the beginning human
beings were created to be in community with one another and also with God. This is revealed
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within the first creation account when God looked upon each thing that had been made and then
declared it to be “good” (Gen. 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25) and, with the advent of humankind, also
announced the interconnectedness of all creation to be “very good” (Gen. 1:31).
What follows in the second creation account would seem to affirm this
interconnectedness with all of creation, especially as humankind and God (Creator and creation)
now come together in order to participate in perfect community with each other. This is fully
realized in the text when God declares, “It is not good that man should be alone” (Gen 2:18).
The one thing in all of creation that was not recognized by God as “good” – was
loneliness/aloneness. To rectify this, God creates “woman” [Hebrew:  ] ְל ִא ָ ֑שּׁהto be a helper and
companion to man, which then invites a new kind of community to be established (Gen. 2:2124). As Bilezikian goes on to point out:
The creation of the woman fulfilled God’s purpose for the
formation of community. While there was only one human
being, there was no oneness because there was no community.
Oneness finally happened when there were two, who could
then become “one flesh” (v. 24). Therefore, to reduce the
creation of woman to a complement or addition to the man’s
otherwise self-sufficient life is to betray a grievous lack of
understanding of the biblical doctrine of community.18
From the very beginning humankind has been wired by the Creator for the purpose of
existing within the context of community, so that together human beings might establish a
personal relationship with the Creator of all creation.
This relationship between human beings and God continued on through the Hebrew
Scriptures and into the Greek Scriptures, and remained a foundational part of God’s ongoing
creative plan for humankind. This was also foundational to the formation of the church.
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In the Acts of the Apostles, as well as in a number of the epistles written by Saint Paul,
the word “church” [Greek: ἐκκλησίαν] frequently referred to small local groups of people who
had come together believing that Jesus was the Messiah. There are other places within the Greek
Scriptures where the word “church” may have also represented the universal gathering of all the
saints of God (Mt. 16:18; Gal. 1:13; Eph. 5:29-30; Col. 1:24). However the original term had a
more secular understanding, one that pertained to a public gathering of people for political or
legal purposes.
Paul, nevertheless, used the word sixty-two times in his epistles, often referring to the
community of believers who would gather together frequently for worship, fellowship and
prayer. Some examples include:
•

“Greet Prisca and Aquila, who work with me in Christ Jesus, and who risked their necks
for my life, to whom not only I give thanks, but also the churches of the Gentiles. Greet
also the church in their house.” (Rom. 16:4-5)

•

“To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus,
called to be saints, together with all those who in every place call on the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours.” (1 Cor. 1:2)

•

“We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been granted
to the churches of Macedonia; for during a severe ordeal of affliction their abundant joy
and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part.” (2
Cor. 8:1-2)
The early church began as interpersonal relationships within small households of

believers who were both countercultural and kingdom focused. As Keith Russell suggests:
The household was the basic organizing structure of the Roman
Empire, and the church took the household as its own form for
more than four centuries.19
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They were sectarian.20 The emerging church was not a subset of
the dominant culture. Its dramatic growth did not come about
because it was favored or protected by the state. It was not a taxexempt, not-for-profit organization. It was a sect existing on the
edge of Roman society, often outside societal laws and mores, or
at least substantially at odds with them.21
They were eschatological in their point of view, a shared focus on
the future cut across all locations and organizational structures.
The early churches had a vision of the future that empowered the
present and gave hope to the believer, and the eschatology that
informed them was often apocalyptic.22
Joseph H. Hellerman, however, notes a dramatic shift which begins to take place within
the leadership structure of the early church, as it moves away from its egalitarian roots to a
hierarchical structure, similar to some of the secular voluntary associations present in the Roman
Empire.
Local churches were more egalitarian during the first several
decades of the movement than they were in the ensuing years.
Paul’s letters, for example, lack the generous variety of titles
and positions of honor that characterized the voluntary
associations. By the third century, however, local churches
had developed as many different positions of leadership as we
find reflected among the associations.23

The first challenge to this model of ecclesial community came about in the fourth century
C.E., when each of these characteristics of the local church confronted a new paradigm. As
Bilezikian notes:
During the first centuries of its history, the church managed to
live and develop according to the design laid out by its divine
founder. It was essentially a people’s movement, whose
members were bonded together by intense loyalty to each other
20
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in communities governed by the ideals of mutuality and
reciprocal servanthood. But things began to deteriorate in the
fourth century with the alleged conversion of Roman emperor
Constantine.24
Once the church began to lose its countercultural nature and kingdom focus, the
dynamics of what it meant to be in community with other believers from diverse cultures and
backgrounds was also disrupted. This disruption has continued throughout much of the modern
era, prompted and supported most recently by the church growth movement of the early-1960s
and adoption of the Homogenous Unit Principle (HU or HUP)25 by many congregational
developers and church planters.
The Homogeneous Unit Principle and Emerging Ecclesial Communities
One of the major challenges that face the twenty-first century church is a need to shift
away from homogeneity to heterogeneity, in order to remain relevant to the culture that the
church is trying to reach. In a world of growing diversity, it makes little sense to construct
communities of sameness.
As was previously mentioned, younger Americans are now much more comfortable with
diversity than their older counterparts. Racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity continues to spread
geographically, and it is also becoming younger. Future generational groups, as they are
exposed to more and more diversity in their daily lives, will not treat homogeneity in the same
way as previous generations. This presents a real challenge to the current church growth
movement and to those who persist in practicing certain homogenous church growth methods.
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As noted earlier, the HUP was the brainchild of Donald A. McGavran, a third generation
American missionary who was raised in India and exposed to the caste system26 that was still in
place during the years he served as a Christian missionary (1923-1961). McGavran’s theory
behind the HUP was that people would tend to gravitate toward Christianity when it did not
involve crossing racial, linguistic, or class barriers.27 From his observations as a missionary to
India, McGavran defined the HUP as “a tribe or caste, a clan or lineage, or a tightly knit segment
of any society.”28 What he discovered was that individuals tended to stay in close ties with their
own “people group” and would not venture outside of these groups when it came to adopting
certain religious belief systems. In defending the HUP, McGavran concluded:
It takes no great acumen to see that when marked differences of
color, stature, income, cleanliness, and education are present,
unbelievers understand the gospel better when expounded by
their own kind of people. They prefer to join churches whose
members look, talk, and act like themselves.29
A number of church growth advocates, who have followed after McGavran, have also
continued to cite the HUP as an important concept in Christian evangelism and missions. Once
such example is C. Peter Wagner, who served on the faculty at Fuller Theological Seminary
from 1971-2001, and who has written several books and numerous articles defending the HUP.
In one of his books he makes the following statement:
The new climate for accepting a diversity of peoples as proper
in American society favors the development of Christian churches
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along homogeneous lines.30
Others contemporary advocates of the HUP have included such well-known church
leaders as Robert Schuller, Rich Warren, Dan Sutherland, Bill Hybels, and Phillip Jensen
(although Bill Hybels has admitted in recent years to the problematic nature of fully embracing
the HUP).31
The HUP, although it’s primarily focus has centered on racial, ethnic, cultural, and social
differences between various groups of people, has also found its way into many congregations
that are currently being challenged by generational diversity. As younger generations of adults
begin to explore both traditional and non-traditional faith communities that offer a relationship
with others who are on a similar spiritual path, the HUP that has been championed by the church
growth movement will become less relevant in the overall discernment process. The belief that a
person will only desire to worship and serve in congregations where there are others who share a
similar race, ethnicity, and/or cultural background, is quickly being challenged in many places
where the homogeneous church finds itself existing within a heterogeneous community. Of
course those who share common interests, characteristics, life stages, and languages will
continue to gravitate towards each other. Yet with each emerging generational group these
distinctions will begin to carry less and less weight.
Spiritual maturity, a unity in Christ, and the ongoing nurturing of his disciples, will
eventually take precedence over the numerical growth of the church. If one understands Jesus’
mission to be about more than just the saving of individual souls, but rather the establishment of
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a new covenant with all of God’s people, the shortcomings of the HUP become apparent. Mark
Deymaz is quick to suggest:
…those bold enough to envision the multi-ethnic church should
not allow what is otherwise expedient to discourage them in their
quest. In fact, it is my opinion that the homogeneous-unit principle
should no longer inform church planting and development, as I
believe it will become an increasing hindrance to both the advance
of the Gospel and the growth of the Church in the twenty-first
century – certainly in the United States, if not throughout the rest
of the world as well.32
Jimmy Long also makes a similar point as he addresses church leadership and community
formation:
While more people are seeing the necessity of community, we
have to make sure we do not use community to separate and
protect us from others. We have to watch out that we do not
form a community of people just like us to validate our leadership
and our vision. We should ensure that we do not set up an
exclusive, closed view of a community of leadership. Instead, we
want to be open to a diverse view of leadership that takes all our
unique gifts and personalities and make our community of
leadership greater than the sum of its parts.33
Whether intentionally or unintentionally, when ecclesial communities erect barriers to
segregate and isolate groups of people, even for the sake of numerical growth and the
propagation of the gospel, it sends a mixed message about the purpose and nature of the church.
Numerical growth and the communal nature of God’s people do not need to be mutually
exclusive concepts. As Paul states:
But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his
flesh he has make both groups into one and has broken down the
dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished
32
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the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might
create in himself one new humanity in place of two, thus making
peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through
the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. (Eph. 2:13-16)
The concept of the HUP that was first developed by Donald McGavran back in the 1930s
as a way of addressing how missional work might be accomplished, may have been effective at
the time, especially when attempting to evangelize to various cultural groups where racial,
ethnic, and social barriers already existed. The church growth movement of the 1960s picked up
on this concept at a time when the Civil Rights Movement was also reaching its pinnacle, which
might explain some of its early success. There is little doubt that various generational groups
(Boomers, Busters, and Gen-Xers) have responded favorably to past missional strategies which
have incorporated the HUP.
So if the HUP continues to work, as many within the church growth movement still
contend, then why spend any time analyzing it further? It is because reaching the unchurched of
every generation is a missional priority for all congregations, and that missional priority must
also include the most recent generations to come along.
One cannot ignore the fact that by 2050 almost half of the U. S. population will be made
up of racial or ethnic minorities (that is, people of color or those whose primary language is
something other than English).34 As each of these new generational groups enter adulthood, they
will bring with them their own languages, customs, religious ceremonies and traditions that do
not reflect a European heritage or ethnicity. A challenge for the twenty-first century church is to
minister in and respond to a new cross-cultural norm.
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Ralph H. Elliott, in an article he wrote for The Christian Century back in 1981, took a
hard look at the church growth movement and concluded:
We must recognize that there is some validity to the thesis of
homogeneity; it is when it is made the norm that it loses validity.
The old melting pot idea is not satisfactory. An assimilation
model, usually of the Anglo-conformative variety, will not do.
But neither will a mosaic model, according to which there is a
dwelling side-by-side with no touching and no flavoring. Maybe
there is value to Andrew Greeley’s “stew pot” vision, in which
each ingredient adds its own characteristic flavor but it some way
maintains it identity. One does not have to lose individuality or
identity in order to be part of the new creation, the new humanity
in Christ.35
The fact that homogeneous churches tend to grow faster (in the beginning) than
heterogeneous churches may have more to do with a general lack of vision among current church
leaders and a loss of trust in the transforming power of the gospel. Those who are leading and
planting new churches are challenged to discover new ways of worshiping together,
fellowshipping together, and growing together, despite the differences of race, ethnicity,
generation, or culture.
True Community is Interdependent
If true community is a goal for the twenty-first century church, then it is clear that there
are no easy answers or short-cuts. As Janet M. Corpus points out:
The message of God’s love and gracious will for all people is an
invitation to live with God in community with God’s people.
Together we strengthen and encourage each other in discipleship.
Members of the body of Christ, children of God, we are partners
empowered by the Spirit for the work of love.36
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Church leaders and congregations need to begin looking at long-term strategies for
bridging diversity and bringing different groups of people together. This is not to advocate for
the dismantling of current ministry programs or ignore the unique gifts that current members
may possess. Instead it is a challenge for church leaders to find new ways and create new
resources that bring different segments of the community together. The basic metaphor of the
church as one body with many members (1 Cor. 12:12) supports this concept. Together we are
corporately the body of Christ, and individually members of it.
The Greek Scriptures recognized the diversity of cultures, but maintained that the
church’s unity extended beyond that diversity. As Dwight J. Friesen suggests in his essay on
Orthoparadoxy:
Christianity is not a divine call to root out differences, nor is it a
religion with the purpose of resolving paradox in a “once and for
all” manner; rather the call of Christ is to live as a bridge, a link,
a reconciling agent, rightly holding paradox with humanity, faith,
and love. Christ is the bridge not only between death and life but
between black and white, male and female, Jew and Gentile,
Republican and Democrat, conservative and liberal, modern and
postmodern, I and thou. Wherever there is an impassible divide,
we find Christ bridging the chasm with arms wide open; in just
that place are followers of Christ, with their arms wide open as
well.37
Christ’s mission put an end to the barriers that existed between God and God’s people. It
also put an end to the barriers that stood between people themselves. We do not cease to be Jew
or Greek, slave or free, male or female (Gal. 3:28), but these differences are no longer a barrier
to true community.
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Drawing insight from the extensive work conducted by Avery Dullis on “church models”
and further study of community formation and structure carried out by M. Scott Peck, some new
emerging models for ecclesial community have been carefully considered within this chapter.
These new models have been held up to the light of Scripture and examined within the context of
early ecclesial development, which has also included the church’s movement away from its
egalitarian roots to a more hierarchical structure. Along with this shift has come the more recent
development and adoption of the HUP by many church growth advocates. However, as the
church and culture continues to move out of the modern era and into a new postmodern era, it is
foreseeable that the HUP will have less of an impact, especially upon younger generations of
Christians who are seeking fellowship and community with other believers from different races
and ethnicities.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF ONE EURO-ETHNIC
IDENTITY WITHIN ECCLESIAL COMMUNITY
Welcome one another, therefore, just as
Christ has welcomed you. (Rom. 15:7)

Soong-Chan Rah, in the introduction to his book Many Colors, lays out some of the
foundational challenges facing North American pastors and congregations who desire to break
down some of the racial, ethnic, and cultural barriers found within many ecclesial communities.
He writes:
The idealism and optimism of developing multiethnic congregations
…is being replaced by frustration and pessimism as the difficult
realities of multiethnic ministry becomes more and more apparent.
To reverse centuries of negative history between the races and to
rectify ignorance and incompetency when it comes to cross-cultural
sensitivity is not an easy task. As the church in the United States
seeks to fulfill the biblical mandate for unity, we are coming to the
realization that we desperately need proper motivation, spiritual
depth, interpersonal skills, and gracious communication in order to
live into God’s hope for the church. In short, the church needs to
develop cultural intelligence in order to fully realize the manycolored tapestry that God is weaving together.1
This call for “cultural intelligence” includes not only seeking to better understand the
culture outside the church, but also the culture within the church. Before any attempt to pursue a
path toward multiculturalism or multi-ethnicity can take place, pastors and congregations must
be fully aware of their own history and traditions; including the gifts and baggage that is a part of
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their own cultural identity. Within every church there is a story. Before one can listen to and
appreciate another’s story, one need to better know and clearly understand their story.
A Brief Synopsis of One Ecclesial Group
The Lutheran Church, like many other early protestant churches, can trace its roots
directly back to the time of the Reformation, which took place throughout Europe in the
sixteenth century C.E. Martin Luther, a German monk and theologian, became increasingly
aware of a growing divergence that was taking place between the Bible and religious practices
within the Roman Catholic Church. With the invention of movable type and the printing press,
his writings, lectures and sermons quickly spread throughout all of Europe and inspired countless
others to begin protesting church practices and call for reform.
By the late 1500s the Reformation had made its way throughout most of Europe. Those
who followed Martin Luther’s teachings had already been identified by their enemies as
“Lutherans” and had adopted the name.
Luther’s teachings became widespread, especially in Germany and the Scandinavian
countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland), as well as in parts of the
Netherlands. Eventually the Lutheran Church came to North America, brought by early
explorers who took their faith with them on their voyages.
An Immigrant Church
The story of the Lutheran Church in North America is truly an immigrant story. In the
early 1600s Lutherans had already begun establishing colonies in the Americas. The first
migration happened as a result of the “30 Years’ War”2 between Roman Catholics and
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Protestants in Europe, which began in 1618, and which devastated most of Germany and
eventually led to the legalization of Calvinism.
Some of the earliest pioneers from Europe to North America were settlers and explorers
of Scandinavian, Dutch and German heritage. One of those first early explorers was Rasmus
Jensen, the first Lutheran pastor in the New World, who died with sixty-one others in the winter
of 1619-1620, while searching for the Northwest Passage. As recorded by the ship’s captain,
Jens Munk, in his journal from the voyage of the Unicorn and Lamprey:
The Holy Christmas day, we all celebrated and observed solemnly,
as a Christian's duty is. We had a sermon and Mass....On the 23rd of
January... the priest sat up in his berth and gave the people a sermon,
which sermon was the last he delivered in this world.... On the 20th
of February, in the evening, died the priest, Mr Rasmus Jensen as
aforesaid, who had been ill and kept his bed a long time.... Only
four, besides myself, had strength enough to sit up in the berth and
listen to the homily for Good Friday.3
Out of the crew of sixty-four, only the captain and two other sailors survived that winter and
were able to return back to Norway and Denmark.
By the 1620s there were Lutheran settlements all along the Hudson River in what are
now the states of New York and New Jersey. Lutherans began migrating in larger numbers to
North America in the early seventeenth century. The middle colonies formed the locus of
settlement for European Lutherans in that first century of colonization. A small group of Dutch
Lutherans in New Netherland, along the Hudson River Valley, formed the first congregation in
North America in 1649.4
As people continued to migrate from Europe to North America, they also continued to
speak and worship in their own native languages and used resources from their countries of
3
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origin. Europeans, from a particular region, would choose to settle within a particular region of
North America and thus begin their own churches. As the number of these congregations began
to multiply, various groups would form a “synod”5 or church body, and as the number of settlers
to North America continued to expand so did the number of Lutheran Church bodies.
In the 1700s, a new wave of German immigration began,
especially through the ports of Philadelphia and Charleston,
South Carolina. The German immigrants began forming
Lutheran congregations in Pennsylvania. Augustus Lutheran
Church, Trappe, Pennsylvania, built in 1743, is the ELCA’s
oldest unaltered church building. In 1748, the Pennsylvania
Ministerium was organized under the leadership of Henry
Melchior Muhlenberg and others, becoming the first organized
North American Lutheran church structure.6
Muhlenberg, who has been called the “patriarch of American Lutheranism”7 helped to
expand the church into New York, Maryland, Virginia and western Pennsylvania.
Out of this massive migration from traditionally Lutheran countries, especially between
1840 and 1875, fifty-eight different Lutheran synods were formed in the United States alone. By
the late 1800s most of those Lutheran synods that had established themselves in the United
States would eventually come together to form what are today the three largest Lutheran Church
bodies: the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, and
the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Church (figure 5:1).
A sober reality of nineteenth-century migration to America is that
the individualism and independence that characterized the choice to
leave the old country behind and settle in America usually resulted
in immigrants leaving church ties behind as well. Only a minority
of those who came from Lutheran countries joined a church on this
side of the Atlantic – under thirty percent of Norwegians, not over
5
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Figure 5:1. Lutheran Merger Chart, http://www.intrepidlutherans.com/2010/11/lutheran-merger
merger-chart.html
(accessed April 15, 2011).

twenty percent of Swedes, only about fifteen percent of Germans,
perhaps twelve percent of Finns, and seven percent of Danes.8
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Adding to this challenge were the revivalist and confessional movements of the
nineteenth century that were taking place within many protestant churches in both Europe and
North America. Lutherans, as they continued their migration to this country, were influenced by
the evangelicalism of various other protestant groups. Consequently, a wide variety of
expressions of Lutheranism began to develop within North America.
This was not necessarily perceived as something negative. As Susan Wilds McArver
points out in the introduction to the book, Living Together as Lutherans:
Cooperation with other groups already present in the New World
thus made these frontier Lutherans ‘pragmatic ecumenists’ from
the beginning. They occasionally shared pastors, pulpits, and
sacraments with those of other denominations, believing that
hearing the Word of God from a Presbyterian, a Moravian, or an
Episcopalian might be a far better cry than not hearing the Word
of God at all.9
By the beginning of the twentieth century, Lutheran migration from Europe began to
wane. The last large immigration of Lutherans from Europe took place in the years leading up to
World War I. As Mark Noll notes:
German migration was extraordinarily strong from 1840 to the
First World War, with over five million new Americans.
Scandinavia contributed almost as many immigrants as Germany
during the thirty-five years before World War I, with almost two
million new residents from Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and
Finland. After 1914, the numbers shrank dramatically.10
This now posed the first great challenge for this immigrant church. No longer were
people stepping off the boat from Europe any longer, hence no readymade Lutherans. In
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addition to this, the American Industrial Revolution was in full swing, and many second and
third generation Lutherans were choosing to move out of their rural communities and into more
urbanized centers. As is often the case with many immigrant groups, there began to develop a
weakening of ethnic identity as Lutherans became part of the larger American culture.
After Lutherans began to engage the larger American culture in
the second half of the twentieth century, it was not entirely clear
that traditional Lutheran distinctives were going to be preserved.
The largest Lutheran denomination, the ELCA, was the result of
countless mergers between separate ethnic denominations over the
course of the twentieth century. Its very existence, therefore, is a
signpost to the weakening of ethnic identity, since the mergers that
contributed to this denomination took place only after ties with
Europe faded and English replaced the German, Swedish, Norwegian,
Danish, and Finnish languages.11
Since this time the Lutheran church has continued to undergo significant shifts and
changes in polity, worship styles, music, and the arts. The most recent merger of Lutheran
Church bodies took place on January 1, 1988, with the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America (figure 5:2).
As this immigrant church continues to unite together and reshape itself, the challenge for
the twenty-first century will be how to maintain its own unique identity within the context of our
Lord’s Great Commission to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations…” (Matt. 28:1920), or as the current Presiding Bishop of the ELCA, Mark S. Hanson, writes:
I once heard theologian Leonard Sweet say to a group of Lutherans,
“You Lutherans need to be Lutheran right now. This culture needs
you. You understand experiential participation in worship. You’re
centered in the drama of the Eucharist. You need to know how to be
Lutheran in a postmodern context.”12
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Figure 5:2. ELCA Merger Chart, http://neatnik2009.wordpress.com/ (accessed April 15, 2011).
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An Evolution in Lutheran Worship
Christian worship that is true to the scriptures, as well as to the history and tradition of a
church, is vital to any developing or mature expression of faith. For Lutherans, the church
defines itself by its worship.
According to one of the early confessional writings of the Lutheran Church, the church is
understood as “the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is preached in its purity
and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”13
Worship is to be understood as something more than just offering praise to God. What is
at the heart of Lutheran worship is a gathering around the word of God proclaimed, and the
sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion rightly administered.
Renewals of worship practices have taken place periodically over the last three centuries
among Lutherans who migrated from Europe to North America. During this time, Lutheran
worship has been influenced by a vast variety of immigrant traditions toward a greater similarity
of liturgical styles and more common repertoire of songs and hymns.
The first native Lutheran liturgy in America was the Muhlenberg Liturgy of 1748.14
This, together with the Common Service of 188815 was two early milestone worship books along
the path of consolidating various immigrant Lutheran Church traditions.
Renewals of worship practices can be traced all the way back to Martin Luther’s own
work. Luther translated worship texts and prayers, as well as wrote hymns, in the language and
musical style of the people of his day. For Martin Luther, worship embodied a way for the
church to be present in the world. It was a way for people to hear and experience God’s word of
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grace and promise, in ways that they could comprehend. Luther conserved old forms and styles
of worship that dated back to the time of the early church. But he also gave these old forms new
life, so that people could understand the message of God’s forgiveness, mercy, grace and love
within the worship service.
Although worship is central to most Christians, immigrant Lutheran congregations in the
early history of the United States often missed opportunities for creating a culture of hospitality
with other immigrating groups. As Charles Wm. Schaeffer points out:
The intercourse of the Germans with the other inhabitants of the
land was confined within very narrow limits. Indulging a natural
disposition to quietude and retirement, simple in their wants, and
ever diligent in the employment of their time, they became reserved
and distant, not to say clannish and selfish. Their resolute adherence
to their own language was at once the cause and the effect of this.16
Of course this was not just confined to the German Lutherans. Every ethnic group that
migrated from their homeland to North America has suffered from these same afflictions. What
was forgotten is that worship was meant to move the church outside of itself.
Among today’s Lutherans a similar challenge has arisen within twenty-first century
North America. In many ways, Lutheran congregations today are once again facing a new
challenge to learn the language of the culture, while, at the same time, creating a culture of
hospitality in worship. This has deep biblical roots, especially as it pertains to welcoming those
who are not a part of a Lutheran heritage or identity.
As mentioned in a previous chapter, hospitality, especially hospitality to strangers, is a
theme that is prevalent in both the biblical tradition, as well as in the Reformation tradition.

16

Charles W. Schaeffer, Early History of the Lutheran Church in America (Philadelphia, PA: Lutheran Board
of Publication, 1857), 140.

74
In welcoming strangers, people throughout the scriptures encountered Emmanuel (God
with us). In Genesis for example, Abraham and Sarah welcomed three visitors into their home
who turned out to be none other than the “presence of God” (Gen. 18). In the Gospel of
Matthew, Jesus spoke about being welcomed as a stranger (Matt. 25:35). Luke’s Gospel also
contained an account of how a stranger, walking with two disciples on the road to Emmaus, was
revealed to them as the resurrected Christ (Lk. 24:13-35).
Martin Luther understood the need for extending hospitality through worship. It was the
challenge of reaching out to new generations with the gospel that drove Luther into the dynamic
process of changing the way worship had been done in the past. As Louis Forney points out in
his essay on the Great Commission Basics:
In a town populated with Latin students and a full range of
German people, Luther implemented two kinds of worship
services and proposed a third. On Sunday people could attend
either a revised Latin service or a German service, developed
for the general public. Luther encouraged preachers to speak
in a “plain, childlike, popular, and simple way” (Luther’s Works,
vol. 54, Fortress Press, 1967, p. 384). He called on poets and
musicians to compose new worship songs and contributed his
own. Luther also pictured a third kind of service he did not have
time to pursue. He envisioned house churches where small groups
of devout Christians would meet for worship to pray, to grow in
God’s word, even to celebrate the sacraments together.17
As with Luther’s own reforms and renewal of worship, a balance of both new and old
showed how the whole world, across generations, ethnicities and cultures, could discover God’s
grace and mercy. Beyond style and taste, beyond generations and cultures, beyond any
distinctions in the world today that might cause people to be separated one from the other, the
church is called through worship to welcome others as Christ welcomes us.
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An Evolution in Music and the Arts
Lutherans stand in a long tradition that values music and the arts in worship. One of the
important outgrowths of the Reformation was the development of congregational participation in
singing. As Reed indicates, “Music before the Reformation was priestly and choral.”18
Luther understood hymnody as a way of teaching theological concepts to the
congregation. One form of hymnody, known as the “chorale,” revolutionized the church’s song,
because everyone was invited to participate. As Reed goes on to point out:
The Reformation, with its deep notes of conviction and sincerity,
cultivated plainsong and arranged settings for the Liturgy based
upon it. The Reformers opened a new field in their introduction
of the congregational chorale. Once established, these melodies,
together with those belonging to the old plainsong system, were
used as thematic material for highly artistic choral compositions.19
Prior to this time, it was only the priest, or a choir, that provided the church with any kind
of music. As they sang in Latin (which was only understood by the few who were educated)
most of the listeners were left in the dark as to the meaning or message conveyed in the songs. It
was Luther who began to use the music of his day, choosing familiar folk songs and using the
German language, as vehicles for the new chorale. The tunes were easy for both congregation
and priest to learn. Everyone was invited to join in the songs. Some of these Reformation
chorales, such as “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” and “Now Thank We All Our God” are still
sung in churches today.
In Luther’s Large Catechism, in his explanation to the third commandment, he presents
his case for why we gather together for worship.
…we keep holy days so that people may have time and opportunity,
18
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which otherwise would not be available, to participate in public
worship, that is, that they may assemble to hear and discuss God’s
Word and then praise God with song and prayer.20
Music is just one of the art forms that are used in worship. The visual arts, drama, dance,
and other media, are also gifts to be used in worship. All of these other art forms should be seen
as a part of God’s creation, and therefore to be explored and developed for praising God.
Here again one can be guided by the example of Martin Luther, who recognized the
purpose and function of art forms to carry God’s word and sacraments into the gathered
assembly. In speaking to the idea of Lutheran worship as an experience, as well as an institution,
Reed contends:
Such may be the experience of worshipers who recognize
reality in a realm of spirit and mystery beyond the reaches
of logic. Within this realm, Christian art has enabled the
common consciousness of Christendom to give classical
expression to its faith.21
Reed goes on to further point out:
The Christian community in its worship exalts truth, confesses
it, and contends against falsehood in doctrine and life. It draws
art into its service and enshrines truth in beauty.22
Of course today’s visual and technological world gives the church access to an even
wider range of possibilities for art’s presence in worship. As Nathan Frambach suggests:
Art is more than banner hanging in the sanctuary or a series of
beautiful stained-glass windows (though these are certainly artistic
expressions). In many emerging church communities, the arts –
often, if not mostly generated locally – are used extensively,
including painting, sculpture, graphics, poetry, drama, dance, and
ritual movement. The arts are employed not only extensively, but
figuratively as well. In other words, they are more than window
dressing; they are portals to holy things and expressions of faithful
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questing and questioning. For many people, the arts provide nondiscursive, non-linear expressions of thoughts, feelings, questions,
and imagination.23
Martin Luther certainly could not have imagined the vast use of visual images and video
projection happening in today’s churches. It would seem wise, never the less, to apply some of
the same principles to our ever developing technology and media of today, with the art forms
that were emerging back in his day. Luther is careful to point out in his Apology of the Augsburg
Confession:
The real adornment of the churches is godly, practical, and clear
teaching, the godly use of the sacraments, ardent prayer, and the
like. Candles, golden vessels, and ornaments like that are fitting,
but they are not the peculiar adornment of the church. If our
opponents center their worship in such things rather than in the
proclamation of the Gospel, in faith, and in it struggles, they should
be classified with those whom Daniel (11:38) describes as worshipping
their God with gold and silver.24
The twenty-first century church needs to be open to welcoming a variety of new art forms
and media as a part of worship. It is essential that the church be free to use whatever enhances
its ability to bring God’s word into the midst of God’s people and give voice to their laments and
praises. As Kathi Graves suggests in her essay on worship:
If God speaks through anything and everything, and everything is
either a tool (a means to worship God) or an idol (a thing we worship),
then the church’s challenge is to be a place where works of art are
transformed into tools of worship. The created work isn’t something
in itself to be worshiped, but instead, a convincing and resplendent
reflection of a creative God who made us with this desire for the
beautiful and a proclivity for creating beautiful things and experiences.25
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Those who are involved with planning and executing worship in their congregations need
to be fully engaged with the culture and community they are trying to reach, as well as be aware
of the vast variety of art forms and media available today. At the same time, they also need to
remember that first and foremost Christians are people of the Word.
Jesus, the Word, is the one who frees us to bring all of ourselves – our hearts, our minds,
our bodies – into our worship. In order for the church to engage all of these aspects of the
person, it also needs to recognize that God can never be contained in just the words we speak.
Today’s church must be open to multiple expressions of God’s Word in worship and proclaim
that Word through the many forms and gifts that God’s creation provides.
Diversity Challenges for the Lutheran Church in North America
North American Lutherans, like many other protestant groups that left Europe following
the Reformation, were at one time held together by common ethnic and religious cultures and
languages. Immigrants gathered together in small ecclesial communities to share and maintain
the old ways. When the boats stopped coming from Europe and when successive Lutherans
generations began adopting American cultural ways and customs, the Lutheran Church was left
with a difficult decision. For a time Lutheran people continued to stay together, in order to be
with people of a common heritage and ethnicity. But within the last century this cultural cement
is no longer holding the church together.
By one estimate less than half of all children who grew up in Lutheran families during the
latter half of the twentieth century have remained in the Lutheran Church.26 Many have left their
faith altogether. This is further supported by what David Luecke has also observed:
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What is reflected in denominational totals is experienced by thousands
of local congregations that have become old in the most visible sense.
With decline, they have a preponderance of older members, people
in their 50s, 60s, and 70s. In American religious life today,
congregations with aging membership are likely to be old also
in the sense of having long memories of traditions, customs,
and polity carried forward from former eras. Old churches, both
in membership and in historic identity, are having particular
difficulty rekindling the evangelistic spirit that gave them earlier
growth.27
The future direction of the Lutheran Church in North America will ultimately involve a
balancing act consisting of three important issues:
•

What does it mean to be catholic?

•

What does it mean to be evangelical?

•

What does it mean to be a reforming movement?

Concerning the first question (What does it mean to be catholic?), the Lutheran Church is
most effective when it understands itself, not as separated from the rest of the body of Christ, but
as part of the universal (catholic) church in all of its diversity. Lutherans are not part of a
breakaway sect, but instead a part of the continuation of the church that was build upon Christ
and the apostles. Lutherans are catholic Christians, meaning that they are members of the
universal and apostolic church, one family connected by baptism. Lutherans pray with Christ
and work for the unity of the whole church on earth (Jn. 17).
Concerning the second question (What does it mean to be evangelical?), the Lutheran
Church is most effective when it understands itself as an evangelical teaching movement within
the universal (catholic) church – teaching that God’s unconditional grace in Christ is at the center
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of the Christian faith. This is best reflected in worship and the sacraments, where God comes
with unconditional love, grace, mercy and forgiveness.
Finally, concerning the third question (What does it mean to be a reforming movement?),
the Lutheran Church is most effective when it invites and allows the Holy Spirit to direct God’s
people where their lives must change in order to conform to the Gospel. When and how the
Spirit directs the church to reform can never be predicted, and yet it must always be anticipated.
Lutherans began arriving in North America within the first 100 years following the
Reformation. Coming as immigrants to this country has hopefully sensitized and prepared the
Lutheran Church to receive the new migration of immigrants who are now arriving from Africa,
Latin America, Asia, and other parts of the globe. How effective the Lutheran Church will be in
the twenty-first century will rest on how well it reflects God’s love to others and welcomes the
stranger into its midst.
Does an immigrant church that was first conceived during the Middle Ages and later
shaped by the Enlightenment have the tools necessary to reach out to a diverse, postmodern
culture? A close examination of the Lutheran Church in North America reveals that its own
journey from Europe to this country parallels many current immigrant stories. As has been
pointed out within this chapter, some of the same struggles faced by more recent immigrant
groups (language barriers, ethnic identity, and the gradual loss of a cultural heritage) has both
helped and hindered the Lutheran Church from effectively reaching out to other diverse cultures.
What has been one of the strengths for the Lutheran Church in North America has been its own
historic approach toward worship, music, and the arts, which has remained well grounded within
its own theological roots, while also continuing to evolve and be reshaped by new generations of
believers. The Lutheran Church in North America must continue to challenge itself, especially
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about what it means to be a “catholic,” “evangelical” and “reforming movement” within the
larger church. If the Lutheran Church is able to succeed in translating its own immigrant
experience and story in positive ways that welcome the next generation of believers, it will
continue to be a powerful witness and movement within Christianity.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern
what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable
and perfect. (Rom. 12:2)

New Life for Reformation Lutheran Church
As RLC faced imminent closure, an invitation was extended by denominational leaders
for the church to become a congregation in transformation and renewal.1 A mission developer
was assigned to assist the congregation with a self-study, as well as a demographic study of the
neighborhood and city. The faithful few who had chosen to remain connected with RLC were
encouraged to participate in a ministry tool called “Natural Church Development”2 in order to
better understand how their congregation had functioned in the past and how effective outreach
and congregational growth might begin to happen. Scholarships were made available for leaders
to undergo a series of events and trainings to assist them with better understanding the dynamics
of multicultural diversity and systemic racism within their institution and community.3
As new relationships began to emerge within the neighborhood, the people of RLC
intentionally reached out and listened to those in the community who were part of a different
ethnicity, race, and cultural group from their own. After two years of studying, listening, and
relationship building, along with guidance and direction from a specially trained mission
1
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developer, a transformational ministry team, and the Holy Spirit, RLC was finally at a point
where renewal within the congregation could begin to take place.
A new pastor was called whose gifts and passion for ministry reflected the newly stated
goals and values of the congregation. As a diverse group of individuals from the neighborhood
started to attend, the people at RLC intentionally looked for ways to integrate these fresh
expressions of faith into their congregational life. A new worship service was started, where the
scriptures were read in both Spanish and English, and where songs and music reflected the
heritage of a growing Latino population near the church building.
Relationships within the neighborhood continued to grow and deepen as collaborated
efforts began taking place with local schools, businesses, and other area faith communities.
Instead of just the long-time members of RLC (those who could trace their ethnic heritage back
to the congregation’s early German founders) making the decisions about what was needed in the
neighborhood, now leaders from within the community were called upon to share their insights
and offer suggestions about what course of action might yield the best outcome.
As a result, the educational wing and gymnasium at RLC, which had been mothballed
since 2009, was reopened as a community center. ESL (English as a Second Language) classes
were offered to the growing Latino population now settling in the once all German neighborhood
around the church. A series of after-school tutoring classes replaced the former Latch Key
program, along with supervised sports activities taking place in the gymnasium.
When two houses adjacent to the church’s property were condemned and slated for
demolition, leaders from RLC, as well as others from around the neighborhood, petitioned the
mayor and city commission to transfer the vacant property to the congregation, so that a small
park and community garden could be established.
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Volunteers from around the neighborhood took part in building a picnic shelter, as well
as tilling and planting the garden. Once the vegetables were ready to harvest, the picnic shelter
was converted into a small farmer’s market, where fresh produce was made available to
neighborhood residents.
Eventually a CAS (Community Supported Agriculture)4 program was started, along with
a local food co-op, which replaced the small food pantry that had been established earlier.
Volunteers who worked in either the garden or co-op received a small box of food each week for
free, while others in the neighborhood were able to purchase fresh vegetables for a modest price.
The commercial-grade kitchen at RLC eventually became a community kitchen, where residents
from around the neighborhood could gather together during the week and prepare meals for their
families.
In the fall, a harvest festival was held to celebrate the ethnic traditions (Latino and
German) that now reflected the cultural makeup of the neighborhood and congregation. Foods
from both traditions were served, along with music and dancing that celebrated the diversity
within their community.
From a 125-year-old congregation facing closure, new life had begun to emerge at RLC.
Three main factors contributed to this renewal. First was the passion and dedication of various
leaders, including the pastor, who were committed and open to reaching out to a diverse
neighborhood and community. Second was a sincere desire by the members at RLC to build and
establish new relationships with those outside of their own racial, ethnic, or cultural background.
Third was a clearer understanding of how racial injustice had kept institutions (including RLC)
from living out an antiracist identity and instead built wall and barriers to maintain the race
4
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construct.5 These three factors, along with a deep desire to share the gospel of Jesus Christ with
their neighbors and beyond, transformed this dying congregation into a living organism which is
the Body of Christ.
Inclusive Worship and Diverse Leadership
If ecclesial communities are going to move beyond racial, ethnic, generational, or cultural
boundaries, then worship and leadership are the two most important components to achieving
this diversity. A congregation that desires to truly be inclusive will first need to understand that
the dominant cultural group’s worship style must deeply reflect more than just a token
expression of the minority cultural group. This means a significant sharing of both leadership
and power by the dominant group within the congregation.
How this manifests itself will largely depend upon the vision and values held by the
leaders of the congregation. It may result in the singing of songs in a different language or
hearing the Scriptures being read in a different tongue. This will also mean that those who are
planning and executing the worship services will need to consider not just the members of the
dominant group, but also the group which the congregation is intentionally trying to reach. This
kind of purposeful balance is essential for warding off the inevitable power struggles that will
most likely ensue over worship styles.
Of all the areas of church life, reflecting diversity within both the worship service and
among leaders will speak the loudest as to how intentional the congregation is about meeting the
needs and concerns of all who are coming. Having a balance that reflects the racial, ethnic,
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generational, or cultural makeup of the community is fundamental for moving a congregation
toward embracing its diversity more fully.
David Anderson, who has been known within his own church setting to (at the last
minute) change the racial makeup of leaders within a worship service or educational program in
order to more fully reflect the congregation’s commitment toward multicultural ministry, makes
the following observation:
Interracial relationships require give and take, leadership and
followership, talking and listening, conflict and resolution. At
times there may be the discomfort of stepping on each others
toes.6
Within a multiracial/multiethnic congregation, having a diverse mix of leaders that are
both clergy and laity assures the kind of respect that needs to be afforded to each cultural group
being represented.
How an ecclesial community is perceived on the surface, especially by those who are
looking at the church from the outside, will inform those from other cultural groups as to
whether or not they are welcome to come inside and stay. If they do not see others who look,
act, or sound like themselves, or have a shared vision for the work that is being done, then they
will most likely look elsewhere for ecclesial fellowship. As Anderson suggests:
We can tell house guests that they are welcome in our homes
(and churches). We can tell them that our home is their home.
But if we refuse them the right to touch the thermostat, hang
their pictures, or place their food on the table for dinner, they
will know the truth; they are not home, and it will be necessary
to move…The sharing of power, responsibility, investment,
and accountability is critical for one to feel ownership, especially
home ownership.7
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So how does a homogeneous congregation begin to make a place and space for those
from other racial, ethnic, or cultural groups? According to Eric Law, one of the ways that an
ecclesial community can begin to do this is by moving away from an “Exclusive Boundary
Function” (figure 6:1)8 to an “Inclusive Boundary Function (figure 6:2).9

Figure 6:1

Figure 6:2

In an “Exclusive Boundary Function” the boundary space between one’s fear zone and
safe zone is rather limited. This space is known as the “grace margin.” The larger one’s safe
zone becomes, the greater one’s margin of security is and the less inclined a person is to adapt or
change (step outside of their safe zone).
In an “Inclusive Boundary Function” the safe zone is reduced and the grace margin
extended. This allows for a mutual exchange to occur, where those on the outside are invited to
come inside and explore. At the same time, those on the inside are invited to step out of their
safe zone in order to experience authentic revelation, compassionate listening, and have a
reciprocal exchange of power.
8
9

Eric H. F. Law, Inclusion: Making Room for Grace (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2000), 15-27.
Ibid., 39-47

88
What is important to note is that moving from an “Exclusive Boundary Function” to an
“Inclusive Boundary Function” never happens by accident. It requires an intentional shift from
within the institution (or, in this case, the church). This means that the dominant cultural group
must be willing to give up a certain amount of power, security, and control for the sake of
diversity. For those within an ecclesial community this comes at Christ’s invitation, as Law goes
on to explain:
Christ invites us to step outside our safe zone and enter the grace
margin through his actions, stories, and parables, or through his
redirecting of the questions people are asking him. Sometimes
Christ’s invitation to enter the grace margin can be gentle and
compassionate; sometimes the invitation can be confusing and
shocking. But the grace margin keeps us from moving into the
fear zone too quickly and making judgments without considering
any other perspective. The grace margin provides time and space
for us to maintain an openness to explore – to listen and discover
and reflect.10

If a homogeneous congregation desires to move toward becoming more heterogeneous
and start embracing the diversity that exists within a given neighborhood or community, they
first need to look for ways of building a cooperative spirit within and among the various groups
present. This means that the dominant cultural group must be prepared to share power,
leadership, and resources with other cultural groups.
In order for an ecclesial community to move toward racial, ethnic, generational, or
cultural diversity, the value of all its members must be of the highest priority within the
congregation’s ideology and theology. Diversity of any kind demands recognition of various
viewpoints and perspectives. This does not mean that a congregation must compromise its
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values or theology, but have a willingness to allow those core beliefs to be further shaped by the
stories, experiences, and ethics found within other cultural expressions.
There are certain other leadership factors that can further assist with moving an ecclesial
community toward becoming more diverse, such as fostering cross-cultural relationships within
the neighborhood, changing some of the ways in which decision making happens, becoming
more sensitive to the way in which artwork, music, and language is used, and setting measurable
goals and objectives that reflect a larger, more global mission. All of these things will speak
volumes about how receptive a congregation is towards welcoming and including others into
their faith community.
Building and Expanding Multicultural Relationships
As the world has become smaller through advancements in technology, increased
mobility, social networking, and mass media, those in the twenty-first century who are only now
reaching adulthood and entering the global workforce are engaged in cross-cultural contact on a
daily basis. The world has become a rich mosaic of relationships with people of different races,
nationalities, and ethnicities. No longer are the classrooms, boardrooms, workplaces, and
shopping centers populated by just one racial, ethnic, or cultural group of people. In twenty-first
century North America, diversity has become the norm, rather than the exception.
This is especially true among those who make up the millennial generation. Within this
group there has been exhibited a serious desire to deepen one’s own spirituality by making a
connection with other spiritual sojourners. Often this means having direct encounters with those
of other faith traditions and belief systems. Where previous generational groups might have
expressed a certain degree of caution or concern over religious differences, the millennial
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generation seems to value such differences within their relationships with others. As Dwight
Friesen suggests:
Relationships with other people who differ in profound ways
provide a unique opportunity for the networked person to reflect,
forgive, repent, or differentiate in hope of encountering the other.
In many ways, the transformational process of being formed in
the image of God as seen in Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit happens
best when we have the privilege of being in relationship with those
who differ from us or even those who consider us their enemies.11
Friesen goes on to further say “the strength of a network is not a network of sameness. Network
vitality is rooted in needful difference.”12
For the millennial generation, a greater value is being placed upon the nurturing of
relationships and deepening of personal spirituality; more so than upon a desire to protect or
preserve a particular set of religious traditions. Because many within this generation already
encounter a fair amount of racial, ethnic, or cultural diversity within their everyday lives, it
should not come as a surprise that this generation is also quite comfortable in connecting with
those ecclesial communities that reflect a similar multiplicity of people and customs.
Congregations that hope to reach out to current and future generational groups must be prepared
to welcome, celebrate, and fully engage those from other cultural expressions, as well as include
them within their faith communities.
Living Out an Antiracist Identity
In order to live out an antiracist identity, one must first have a working structural
definition of what “racism” is. The formula chosen for this paper which best defines the term is:
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“Race Prejudice + Power of systems and institutions = Racism.”13 This is more than just
individual actions and attitudes about race, but also includes how systems and institutions within
society misuse power in order to benefit one particular racial group over another.
The pursuit for racial, ethnic, generational, and cultural diversity within ecclesial
community does not come easily. It requires intentional effort by individual leaders and
members, as well as the entire institution, to clearly state the goals and values of the
congregation for moving beyond a homogeneous to heterogeneous identity. A faith community
that is willing to share power, leadership, and resources among the various groups within its
borders, as well as foster healthy and meaningful relationships between individual members, will
be rewarded with endless learning opportunities about themselves and others.
In congregations, where a European (white) American identity happens to be the
dominant one present, some additional work needs to take place. First, it is important to
understand the term “culture” and how it impacts ecclesial community. There are at least six
major racial groups identified within the United States, along with many other subgroups
existing within each of these major group: Aboriginal (indigenous or native), African, Latino,
Asian, Middle Eastern, and European.
Yet culture is far more encompassing than just race, although racial identity is always a
part of one’s own cultural identity. Cultural identity is a collective, group-shaped identity, and is
also continually being reformed and reshaped through daily experiences. It is communicated
through parents and peers, educational and religious institutions, society and the media.
It is also important to note that cultural identity is not the same thing as ethnic heritage.
For example, when white Americans are invited to speak about their own ethnic identity, they
13
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will often refer to some aspect of their European ancestry (i.e. German food, Scandinavian
dance, Italian art, English folklore, etc.). Although these things are a rich and valuable part of
one’s own history, they do not define one’s cultural identity.
Cultural identity within the United States refers primarily to a way of life that is shaped,
not so much by what happened to one’s early descendants back in their own native lands, but
what has since happened after those descendants came to this country. For European (white)
Americans, this creates a formidable challenge when it comes to engaging people from other
world cultures. This is because somewhere within the past two hundred and fifty years or so,
much of the European heritage that was once a part of the early cultural identity of this nation
has since been replaced by a different kind of identity – an identity of being “white.”
David Roediger, in reflecting upon some of the earlier works of James Baldwin, reaches
this following conclusion:
In “On Being ‘White’…and Other Lies” and “White Man’s Guilt,”
Baldwin pairs the embrace of whiteness with the immigrants’ loss
of contact with land and community. Baldwin makes the adoption
of whiteness a product and a cause of the loss of humanity by new
immigrants.14
The difficulty with establishing a cultural identity as a European (white) American is
complicated by the fact that being white has now become a way of life for most European
descendents in this country. European Americans have exchanged their ethnic heritage/identity
for a white cultural identity, which has permitted them to gain the privilege and power associated
with being white. For those who now share this newly fashioned ethnicity, it is not a
condemnation of one’s own ethnic heritage, but a gentle reminder of the limitations that have
been caused by generations of European Americans who have accepted their own identity as
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strictly white. The lack of being able to recognize a distinct cultural identity, outside of just
being white, has further caused a barrier of separation to form between those sisters and brothers
of color. This separation has made it difficult at times to claim a shared antiracist identity with
other members of God’s family (one family) which is the whole human race.
Ecclesial communities that value racial, ethnic, generational, and cultural relationships,
and hope to create a truly diverse environment within their congregations, must first be open to
transforming themselves into the kind of places that embrace the multiplicity of people which
already exists within this nation. For congregations where a European (white) American identity
happens to be the predominant one present, the additional work of reconciliation need to also
take place.
It is not possible to claim a multiracial, multiethnic, or multicultural identity unless and
until an antiracist identity is first introduced, fed and nurtured within the context of the entire
congregation. This means having the courage to go back into the church’s own history and deal
with areas where people have been harmed by the institution, or by people within the institution.
The temptation to say, “Let’s just forget about the past and look ahead to the future” or
“This stuff happened so long ago that it doesn’t really affect us now” negates the history and
experience of others. It affects relationships and keeps a congregation that values relationships
from going back and working on racial issues. Mark DeYmaz offers this viewpoint:
Although government and educational programs, together with
the efforts of countless individuals, groups, and agencies, have
long sought to eliminate prejudice and the disparaging consequences
of institutional racism still deeply embedded within society, it is
time to recognize that such a dream cannot be realized apart from
the establishment of multi-ethnic churches that intentionally and
joyfully reflect the passion of Christ for all people of the world.
For it is not the institutions of government or of education that have
been ordained by God to this task; rather, it is the local church, the

94
bride of Christ – we who are his people.15
For ecclesial communities that desire to claim an antiracist identity, it is vital for both
leaders and members to discover ways of being able to grow together in their understanding of
the God who has already redeemed and transformed them. It is important to recognize the work
of the God who has torn down the walls of hostility between human beings and is now in the
process of creating a new humanity in which all people are one in Jesus.
For those who know and follow Christ, this can be a source of great strength and purpose
in one’s own baptismal identity, and can further deepen one’s calling to resist evil and build a
new world of justice and love. As Anderson suggests:
Reconciliation in any form, no matter the style of dance, requires
a spiritually transformed mind with transformed members of one’s
body. To relate at high levels of acceptance and grace with people
who are different than you takes a heart fully surrendered to the
Holy Spirit.16
Like most North American institutions that exist today, the church can often be a place of
segregation, even while attempting to fulfill its prophetic and redemptive role in the world. It
takes courage to speak and act in ways that dismantle the racism found within institutional
structures. Ecclesial communities that intentionally strive to be racially, ethnically,
generationally, and culturally diverse can provide a new model for the world of how God’s
people, who are different, can still learn to live together, work together, and make a difference.
Within the twenty-first century the challenge for the Lutheran Church in North America,
as well as many mainline churches, will be to find a balance between their own unique Euroethnic cultural heritage and the heritage of others who are coming from a different racial, ethnic,
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and cultural reality and experience. Finding ways to celebrate and honor the experiences,
expressions, and faith journeys of all God’s people will help to build a stronger ecclesial
community for the future.
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